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Abstract 
Contextual influences on student perceptions of teacher written feedback: The case 
of a Legal Research and Writing (LRW) course in Hong Kong 
By Philip Smyth 
Research on teacher written feedback (TWF) in tertiary contexts has frequently sought to 
investigate whether feedback is useful in helping students improve their writing. 
Definitive answers to these investigations, however, remain elusive, making it difficult 
for teachers and instructors to conclude with any certainty that the written feedback they 
provide on student writing is having a positive effect. Part of the problem is that much 
research has investigated feedback too narrowly, focusing only on the feedback itself and 
ignoring the pivotal role of the learning environment and the stXGHQWV¶SHUFHSWLRQVRILWin 
adopting the feedback.   
 
The current study adopts a socio-cognitive perspective to investigate the usefulness of 
TWF given to students in a first year Legal Research and Writing (LRW) course in Hong 
Kong. This exploratory research is based on the belief that students are the central factor 
in the success of feedback as they are ultimately the agents who choose whether to accept 
or reject feedback and if and how it is used. The study therefore sought to investigate 
how student beliefs and perceptions of feedback and writing instruction impact the 
effectiveness of TWF in this legal writing context.   
 
Semi-structured interviews revealed the feedback practices in this context and identified 
factors that appeared to hinder adoption of TWF by students. These factors included 
student perceptions about the usefulness of the feedback itself and student beliefs about 
the perceived lack of importance of legal writing in their studies. There was also evidence 
to suggest that students were discouraged by perceptions of their own lack of success in 
improving their writing autonomously.   
   
The study contributes to existing work on teacher written feedback in tertiary L2 writing 
settings by attempting to investigate factors that impact on the effectiveness of feedback 
in a high proficiency, second language (L2) legal writing context.  
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1 Introduction: The effectiveness of teacher written feedback  
Feedback is often seen as central to helping students improve their writing (E.g. Hyland 
& Hyland, 2006; Leki, 1990; Leki, Cumming, & Silva, 2008) and for this reason teachers 
spend a great deal of time responding, commenting on and correcting student work. 
Teachers often intuit that it helps students develop their writing ability (Goldstein, 2005) 
and research shows students like receiving feedback (E.g. Ferris, 1995; Radecki & 
Swales, 1988). Yet, research often still casts doubt about its effectiveness, leading to 
questions about whether or not giving teacher written feedback (TWF) is worth the time 
and effort.  
 
This study is motivated by a desire to explore an academic legal writing context where 
VRPHIHHGEDFNLVJLYHQEXWVWXGHQWV¶ZULWLQJGRHVQRWVHHPWRGHYHORSWRWKHOHYHOV
expected of future lawyers. This apparent lack of improvement is in spite of the fact that 
the law students enter university with high levels of language proficiency and write 
extensively during their degree. This apparent paradox is outlined in the next section.  
 
 
1.1 7KHSUREOHPRIODZXQGHUJUDGXDWHV¶OHJDOZULWLQJLQ+RQJ.RQJKLJKHU
education 
Students who wish to study at a law school are expected to have excellent communication 
skills, particularly in writing. These demands are no different in Hong Kong where legal 
study is carried out entirely, for most students at least, in their L2. As Hong Kong has 
maintained the common law legal system since its handover to China in 1997, English 
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also plays a major role in the professional legal workplace. Law firms in Hong Kong 
therefore insist on high levels of written proficiency from law graduates.   
 
The writing proficiency of Hong Kong law graduates, however, is often a cause for 
concern (The Law Society of Hong Kong, 2001). There is a perception, widespread in 
Hong Kong, that major Hong Kong law firms do not employ many local law graduates, 
because of their perceived limits in linguistic ability and their clarity in writing. There is 
also concern about the writing ability of undergraduates who apply to study the 
Professional Certificate in Laws (PCLL), the professional training necessary to become a 
practicing lawyer (The Law Society of Hong Kong, 2001).  
 
Yet, students entering universities in Hong Kong to study law are required to have 
excellent exam grades in their school-leaving advanced level English exam, known in 
Hong Kong as the Use of English (UE). Until recently this exam was norm-referenced, 
meaning that only approximately 8% of all HK advanced level students who took the 
exam would be able to achieve a grade A1 or B. A grade A or B in this examination 
represents a high level of proficiency. A benchmarking study carried out by the Hong 
Kong Examinations and Assessment Authority (HKEAA) equated a grade A UE exam 
result to an IELTS score of between 7.41 and 8.30, and a grade B to a score between 6.92 
and 7.40 (HKEAA,2008). Both these scores would likely be sufficient for students to 
study law degrees abroad and are close to the IELTS scores necessary to begin PCLL 
training.  
                                                          
1
 Less than 1% of students achieve a grade A in the HK UE exam 
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Currently, at the University of Hong Kong, two courses are offered that have the explicit 
aim of supporting and developing student legal writing, shared between two departments: 
Legal Research and Writing (LRW), which is administered by the law faculty and taught 
by legal professionals and academic staff from the law faculty; and English for Academic 
Legal Purposes (EALP), which is administered by the Centre for Applied English Studies 
(CAES) (see fig1). These two courses are the only ones in the undergraduate legal 
curriculum where writing is an explicit focus and where feedback is given on writing. In 
2012, however, the EALP course will be cut altogether and the LRW course will be the 
sole course providing support for student legal writing and giving feedback to students 
(see fig 2).  
Figure 1: Comparison of current provision of writing courses for law students 
 
Legal Research and Writing 
(LRW) 
English for Legal Academic 
Purposes (EALP) 
 2 modules over 2 years (6 
credits each) 
 Taught in year 1 and year 2 
 Focus on professional legal 
genres (legal memoranda, 
letters of advice) 
 Only law course where 
feedback is given  
 Single draft writing context 
 1 module over 1 semester (3 
credits) 
 Taught in year 1 
 Focus on writing problem 
question answers (PQAs) used 
in legal education 
 Feedback given on drafts and 
final writing 
 Multiple draft writing context  
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Figure 2: 2012 provision of writing courses for law students 
Students do receive feedback on their written work from teachers but the effectiveness of 
the feedback given appears to be questionable. The lack of effectiveness could be a result 
RIRQHRIWZRWKLQJV$SUREOHPZLWKWKHIHHGEDFNLWVHOIRUDSUREOHPZLWKVWXGHQWV¶
willingness and motivation to use and learn from feedback.  
 
1.2 Focus of the current study and research questions 
The aim of this study is to investigate why feedback on writing in this context does not 
appear to be having the desired effect of improving writing. Yet, this study does not only 
focus on the feedback itself. The literature review that follows (see chapter 2) argues that 
much feedback research has been narrowly conceived and has adopted a model of student 
writes, teacher responds, student revises (Goldstein, 2001). Adoption of such a model of 
student revision focuses research solely on the effect of feedback on student cognition. In 
Legal research and writing (LRW) 
 2 modules over 2 years (6 
credits each) 
 Taught in year 1 and year 2 
 Focus on professional legal 
genres (legal memoranda, letters 
of advice) 
 Only law course where feedback 
is given  
 Single draft writing context 
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other words it takes no account of the role of the student in choosing whether and how to 
respond to feedback. Nor does it take account of the learning context itself and how that 
impacts what students do with feedback. In order to investigate the usefulness of 
feedback therefore, this study proposes a contextualized approach that places student 
perceptions at the heart of the research design.   
 
The study adopts a socio-cognitive perspective, which assumes a social and cognitive 
dimension to a problem that interact (Batstone, 2010). Such a perspective permits a focus 
on the interactions between student psychological factors, the learning environment, and 
student cognition. The perspective allows a broader focus on the effectiveness of 
feedback, and can potentially reveal factors that might hinder student adoption of 
feedback. A µIHHGEDFNRQO\¶focus would leave these factors hidden from view.    
   
The following broad research questions are proposed to investigate feedback practices in 
this context and how students perceive the feedback.  
1. RQ1 ± What are the feedback practices in the context of writing improvement 
courses for advanced L2 law students?  
2. RQ2 ± What factors appear to be influencing student noticing of feedback?   
It is hoped that the results of this study may have some pedagogical use as investigating 
student perceptions is often seen as a window into student thinking. As Murphy (2000) 
QRWHVDEHWWHUXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIVWXGHQWV¶SHUVSHFWLYHVRQIHHGEDFNLVOLNHO\WRHQKDQFH
WXWRUV¶DELOLW\WRJLYHIHHGEDFNWKDWLVXVHIXODQGPHDQLQJIXOIt also allows teachers to 
understand what learners think they are doing and why.   
6 
 
  
The informants in this study were L2 undergraduates studying law in English who were 
taking a 1st year LRW course. Most of the informants were Hong Kong Chinese, although 
two informants were from the China mainland. They were from different classes and had 
different LRW tutors.   
 
1.3 Outline of the thesis   
This introductory chapter has sought to outline the motivation for this study and the 
context in which this research will take place. The chapter has also argued for a 
contextualized view of the feedback process, in order to investigate why feedback might 
not be particularly effective in improving advanced L2 student writing.  
 
Chapter 2 reviews the relevant literature in teacher written feedback. It highlights how 
early feedback studies failed to account for the importance of the student in the feedback 
process. It then shows how the work of Vygotsky and the Zone of Proximal Development 
(ZPD), and other more social approaches to the teaching of writing have led to more 
contextualized research. The chapter argues that in spite of, and even perhaps because of, 
these more contextualized studies, the research literature tells practitioners very little 
about the effectiveness of feedback. It concludes by laying out a socio-cognitive 
framework adapted from Weir (2005) in which to explore student views and beliefs and 
WKHLULQWHUDFWLRQZLWKWKHFRQWH[WDQGVWXGHQWV¶RZQFRJQLWLRQ 
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Chapter 3 explains the approach and design of the study. A qualitative research design is 
outlined that permits an exploratory stance to the data gathered. The chapter further 
justifies the choice of semi-structured interviews as the main research instrument.  
    
Chapter 4 shows and discusses the results of the two research questions and attempts to 
discuss findings in relation to existing literature. The chapter focuses first on the learning 
context, and then on student perceptions and attitudes towards the feedback students 
receive and the learning context as a whole. The chapter concludes by suggesting factors 
that are likely to impact on how students notice feedback.   
 
Chapter 5 concludes the study and makes tentative suggestions as to how the law faculty 
might improve the learning context in order to help students better use feedback. It 
further tentatively suggests what role an EAP unit might play alongside writing 
instruction in the faculty. It finishes by discussing the limitations of the current study and 
suggesting future research.  
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2 Literature review: Feedback on L2 writing in tertiary contexts 
 
2.1 Introduction 
Many studies have been conducted into the efficacy of teacher written feedback on 
student writing over the past 30 years. Yet, utilizing findings for pedagogical purposes 
remains problematic as existing studies have been carried out in a myriad of settings and 
have been underpinned by different theoretical standpoints and approaches to the 
teaching of writing. Studies have at times been informed by second language acquisition 
(SLA), first language (L1) writing or second language (L2) writing research, and these 
studies have often asked different questions and have yielded conflicting findings. This 
review of the literature argues that little work has been carried out on feedback in a 
similar L2 context to the undergraduate legal writing one outlined in the introduction.  
 
The review of existing literature is divided into three parts. The first part aims to 
illuminate RQ1 and give an historical review of feedback studies on writing that have 
investigated the effectiveness of feedback. Underlying much of the earlier work on 
feedback is the apparent assumption that there are effective feedback practices that will 
µZRUN¶LQDQ\FRQWH[WZLWKDQ\VWXGHQWThe research in this area is reviewed from the 
early 80s to the late 90s.  
 
The second part of the review focuses on more recent work which has adopted a more 
contextual view of feedback. This research has begun to acknowledge that individual 
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differences in students and differences in the learning contexts have an effect on how and 
whether students adopt the feedback they are given. This more contextualized view of 
feedback makes it difficult to generalize findings but has begun to shed light on factors 
that might hinder successful use of TWF. This section aims to outline what prior research 
has been carried out that is relevant to RQ2.    
 
The third part of this chapter argues for a socio-cognitive perspective to this research. 
The study is based on the premise that student attention to feedback is necessary for 
learning to take place, but various factors in the context and within the students 
themselves affect how and if this attention takes place. There is therefore interplay 
between student psychological factors, contextual factors (including the feedback) and 
the cognitive notion of noticing (Schmidt, 1990).  A framework, based on Weir (2005), is 
proposed to help illuminate how contextual and psychological factors influence what 
students might notice in the feedback they receive. More knowledge about what 
influences student noticing is likely to help better answer whether feedback is useful in 
this particular context, and may highlight aspects of the context which are helping or 
hindering noticing.  
 
2.2 Early research into the effectiveness of feedback  
Early research into L2 feedback was predominately influenced by process approaches to 
writing, and the context of freshman composition. In US universities, with the rising 
numbers of students, it had become clear that not all students were able to write 
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effectively (Young and Fulwiler, 1986). Freshman composition classes had the aim of 
developing student writing and tended to adopt process approaches to writing which 
encouraged drafting and revising of work in progress (ibid). Early L2 feedback research 
largely mirrored the research carried out in L1 settings, until teachers and researchers 
EHJDQWRTXHVWLRQZKHWKHUZKDWZDVµHIIHFWLYH¶IRU/VWXGHQWVZDVµHIIHFWLYH´IRU/, 
particularly questioning the need for error correction. The section also reviews early 
approaches to surveying student views of the feedback they were given.   
 
The early research appeared to imply a purely cognitive view of learning from feedback, 
whereby students could be told what to improve in their writing and they would then be 
able to make the necessary improvements. Helping students learn therefore was seen as a 
matter of giving the right kind of feedback, and so researchers were interested in 
exploring what the right kind of feedback was. Research involving students was scarce. 
Student views were sought but often merely to confirm that the right kind of feedback 
was being given (see section 2.2.4).  
 
2.2.1 The influence of process approaches and L1 composition research   
Feedback research conducted into tertiary writing at this time was heavily influenced by 
process approaches to writing. Process approaches had become common in L1 
composition and in L2 English as a Second Language (ESL) contexts. Borrowing from 
cognitive psychology, process approaches to writing raised awareness of the complexity 
of writing, and attempted to model what good writers do when they write (E.g. Hayes & 
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Flower, 1980). This cognitive paradigm conceptualized writing as more than an exercise 
in formal accuracy, and it therefore encouraged extensive feedback (sometimes orally 
through student writing conferences), multiple drafts, peer review, and delayed surface 
correction (Hyland, 2003).   
 
Early work into feedback on writing at tertiary levels was conducted by Knoblauch and 
Brannon (1981) and Sommers (1982). This early work had a profound impact on later 
feedback research, in both L1 composition classrooms and in emerging L2 research. 
Knoblauch and Brannon (1981, p. 1) summarized early feedback findings thus: 
1. Students often do not comprehend teacher responses to their writing 
2. Even when they do, they do not always use those responses and may not know 
how to use them 
3. When they use them, they do not necessarily write more effectively as a result 
It was assumed that student problems adopting feedback were largely to do with teachers 
not responding effectively. Zamel (1985, p. 86) in an early L2 study claimed:  
ESL writing teachers misread student texts, are inconsistent in their reactions, make 
arbitrary corrections, write contradictory comments, provide vague prescriptions, 
impose abstract rules and standards, respond to texts as fixed and final products, and 
rarely make content-specific comments or offer specific strategies for revising the 
texts. 
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The implication in this early research appears to be that if teachers can focus their 
feedback on the right aspects, student learning will result. This appears to be supported in 
later studies in L2 feedback which investigated whether students adopted the feedback 
given by teachers when they redrafted their texts. Ferris (1997) found that 76% of the 
WHDFKHU¶VUHVSRQVHVZHUHWDNHQXSE\VWXGHQWV. The same study also tried to judge 
whether the changes that were made by students in response to the feedback were 
positive, mixed or negative. Only half of the comments lead to positive effects on the 
writing, while 34% of the revisions actually had a negative effect on student texts.      
 
The findings of this study are supported by Conrad and Goldstein (1999). In their study, 
over a third of attempted revisions in response to teacher written feedback were 
unsuccessful. Conrad and Goldstein (1999) however, attributed lack of success in 
revision to the type of problem the feedback was attempting to address, rather than on the 
feedback itself.  
 
Another preoccupation of early feedback research was on whether teachers should focus 
their comments on rhetoric-content, sentence-level feedback or a combination of both 
(Zamel, 1985, 1987). Process writing adherents at the time argued that a focus on 
sentence-level feedback during the process of writing would distract students from the 
more important aspects of making meaning (Zamel, 1985) and that accuracy would come 
after students had made meaning (Krashen, 1984).  
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Early research questioned the effectiveness of feedback, partly because of the quality of 
the feedback teachers were giving and partly because teachers were not focusing their 
IHHGEDFNRQWKHµULJKW¶WKLQJVDuring this time, influenced by process approaches to 
writing, L2 feedback research had largely mirrored L1. Only later did it start to become 
clear that different students might have different needs for feedback.  
 
2.2.2 L2 and L1 differences 
The widely-held belief that what is useful for L1 learners is also useful for L2 learners 
began to change when it became clear that L1 and L2 students had different needs for 
feedback. Several researchers argued that as L2 writers had very real needs to improve 
accuracy, particularly in university contexts, withholding feedback about error from L2 
writers until a final draft would be unfair   (Horowitz, 1986; Johns, 1995; Silva, 1997).  
Work in ESL began to argue that a focus on both content and form was required for L2 
learners to meet their needs   (Ashwell, 2000; Fathman & Whalley, 1990; Ferris, 1997). 
Research in L2 settings at this point began to investigate whether students were capable 
of dealing with error correction and comments from teachers on the content of the writing 
concurrently.  
 
A quasi-experimental study by Fathman and Whalley (1990) appeared to refute process 
writing adherents¶ widely-held belief that feedback on content and feedback on sentence 
level concerns should be dealt with separately with primacy being given to content. They 
found that students were able to attend to both grammar and content in feedback and 
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reported a positive effect in both areas after student revision, a finding supported by 
Kepner (1991). Ferris and Hedgcock (1998) also suggested that the content/form 
dichotomy was a false one. The findings suggest that L2 students can attend to feedback 
on both content and sentence mechanics and improve both areas in subsequent drafts.  
 
Although research suggested that students could improve both content and form in 
subsequent drafts of writing, debate began to centre on whether students could actually 
µDFTXLUH¶LPSURYHGJUDPPDWLFDOFRPSHWHQFHWKURXJKKDYLQJHUURUVFRUUHFWHGIn other 
words, the question was asked if students gain long-term benefit from having errors 
corrected or was error correction really just a way of improving a draft of writing (E.g. 
Ferris, 1999; Truscott, 1996).   
 
2.2.3 The error correction debate 
Error correction involves teachers correcting errors on student writing. This can be done 
either directly (by writing the correction on the writing) or indirectly (by highlighting 
where the error occurs and allowing students to correct the errors themselves). Several 
studies have tried to investigate whether this kind of feedback helps students improve 
their writing. Much of the research on error correction has been undertaken by 
researchers from two different sub-disciplines of second language studies who have very 
often been trying to answer different questions in their research. SLA theorists are 
interested in whether students can acquire grammatical knowledge through error 
correction whereas L2 writing specialists have been concerned with whether error 
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correction actually helps students write better texts in both the immediate and the longer 
term (Ferris, 2003).  
 
Truscott (1996) argued for the abolishment of error correction for L2 students, stating 
that existing research findings showed no evidence to support the idea that students learnt 
from this kind of feedback. He argued that by forcing students to concentrate on form 
rather than meaning when teachers correct errors, error correction was harming students 
and their writing. This position has been frequently attacked by Ferris (1999, 2003) from 
an L2 writing perspective, and Bitchener (Bitchener, 2008; Bitchener & Knoch, 2010) 
from an SLA perspective, who have demonstrated that students are able to learn from the 
error correction given by teachers. Ferris (2003), for example, showed that student ability 
to learn from teacher feedback on error is affected by how the error is corrected by the 
teacher. She compared direct feedback on errors, where the teacher simply corrected a 
language error, with indirect feedback, where the teacher only underlined the problem or 
coded the type of error. She found that while students were able to use direct feedback 
correctly more often in subsequent drafts of writing, indirect feedback led to longer-term 
retention of the error by students. Ferris (1999) and Ferris and Roberts (2001) also noted 
that different types of error appeared to respond differently to different types of feedback. 
It was hypothesized that certain types of error were more likely to be treatable than 
others. Articles and subject-YHUEDJUHHPHQWZHUHµUXOH-JRYHUQHG¶DQGVRZHUHµWUHDWDEOH¶
meaning they responded well to being marked indirectly. Word choice and word order on 
the other hand were not so rule governed meaning they were untreatable and thus were 
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likely to be more helpful to students when marked directly. However, the studies did not 
use control groups which can impact on the credibility of the results.  
 
Studies by Bitchener (E.g. 2008) focused on limited categories of error in experimental 
conditions, which allowed the researcher to conclude that acquisition of certain forms 
was taking place. In the study, the students who were given feedback on the functional 
uses of the English article system, outperformed a control group in immediate and 
delayed post-tests. But from a L2 writing standpoint, this finding does little to inform 
teachers how this kind of error correction might help students in the classroom and lead 
to long-term acquisition of several grammatical forms.  
 
The error correction debate therefore is something of a paradox. In order to be able to 
compare findings more readily, studies are becoming more and more experimental, with 
limited numbers of errors corrected, and control groups employed. And yet, the more 
experimental the studies become, the more difficult it is likely to be to garner findings 
that are of use to teachers in the classroom, as the conditions of experiments rarely 
simulate actual classrooms.   
 
Much of the work on error correction in both L2 writing and in SLA has made the 
implicit assumption that individual students and the wider learning context are 
inconsequential to learning from errors.  This has been a long-standing debate within 
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SLA between those who think acquisition is an individual cognitive process taking place 
in the mind of an individual and those who think acquisition is a social process whereby 
learners acquire the language by participating in interactions with other speakers of the 
language (Firth & Wagner, 1997). SLA narrowly defined adopts the former view and 
therefore social factors that influence students are little studied. Ferris (2010), however, 
argues there are substantial individual differences, such as motivation, that are likely to 
LPSDFWRQVWXGHQWV¶DELOLW\WRXVHcorrective feedback. These differences, including 
student perceptions of the wider learning context have been little studied within feedback 
research.  
   
2.2.4 Student perceptions of feedback 
Although much of the early feedback research seemed to ignore the role of the student, 
survey research beginning in the 1980s did investigate student views of feedback. Most 
of these studies have been conducted using survey methodology which allowed large 
numbers of students to be questioned. An early study, conducted by Cohen (1987), found 
that students did read and attend to the feedback they received from teachers. However, 
Cohen also reported that students had problems with single word feedback such as 
µFRQIXVLQJ¶UHSRUWLQJWKDWVWXGHQWVZHUHXQVXUHKRZWRUHYLVHWKHLUWH[WVEDVHGRQWKLV
feedback. Also noteworthy from this study was the fact that students did not report any 
strategies for dealing with the teacher feedback, other than to make a mental note of what 
the feedback said.  
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However, the writing in this study was, for most students, a single-draft context. Ferris 
(1995) reports that students are more attentive to feedback when it is in process, rather 
than when it is a final version. Ferris (2003) also reported that if teachers returned papers 
with feedback but did not require students to do anything specific, students were unlikely 
to rewrite or use other strategies to deal with the feedback given.  
 
Other surveys have shown that students greatly value teacher written feedback (E.g. 
Enginarlar, 1993; Radecki & Swales, 1988). Yet students typically seem to want more of 
everything. Hedgcock and Lefkowitz  (1994) in an ESL setting found that although 
students want feedback on grammatical errors, most also want feedback on content and 
ideas. However, within a disciplinary setting, students reported that they wanted more 
information about disciplinary expectations for writing  (Leki, 2006; Riazi, 1997). Few 
wished for more feedback on content, preferring more on language and genre.  
 
These later studies appear to underscore the importance of context when interpreting 
findings. Although survey studies can tell us about what students value, what they need 
and want is likely to differ from context to context. Another weakness of survey studies is 
that they are not often triangulated with data that might show whether students were 
actually revising the way they said they did. Survey methodology does not appear to be a 
suitable methodology for uncovering how student reactions to feedback might have 
impacted on what they actually did with feedback. 
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2.2.5 Summary of early feedback research 
Much of the early feedback research implied a cognitive theory of learning that was 
universalistic. It was assumed that there was a set of processes common to all learners 
irrespective of the context in which feedback is given or individual differences among 
students. Several studies during this time appear to have underplayed the importance of 
context, assuming that the students and factors in the learning context are not significant.  
 
There are however findings that do seem to be stable and supported across different 
contexts and that may be of relevance to a study investigating feedback usefulness in a 
legal writing context. Students like receiving feedback from teachers, even though it is 
clear that they often cannot comprehend what the teacher wants them to do. Students in 
tertiary settings also seem to want more feedback on disciplinary expectations than on 
content issues, especially as once an assignment is completed, the content may not be 
needed again. It may also not be efficient for teachers to correct errors in student writing 
if students do not appear to be learning from them. These findings can be empirically 
investigated within the legal writing context to explore the extent to which they hold.  
 
The next section reviews research that has sought to widen the focus of feedback. Earlier 
studies implied learning from feedback that was an interaction between the feedback 
itself and student cognition. These more contextualized approaches to feedback research 
included a social dimension, including the relationship between teacher and student, the 
broader learning context and the individual differences of the student.     
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2.3 More contextualized approaches to feedback research 
Feedback research began to take more interest in context at the turn of the century, led by 
developments in writing instruction and more social theories of learning. There was 
recognition, firstly, that the different contexts of research can play a significant role in the 
results that a study produces (Ferris, 2010; Goldstein, 2005). It was shown that 
generalizations could not be made about the effectiveness of feedback with learners from 
different contexts. Certain error correction for example might work with one group of 
learners in an ESL setting, but that was no guarantee that it would work with learners in a 
tertiary setting. Secondly, in trying to judge the effectiveness of feedback, it had become 
clear that the feedback context was central. Knoblauch and Brannon (1981), for example, 
argued that if teacher commentary is proven to be ineffective, the fault may lie with the 
larger context of classroom instruction rather than with the feedback itself, and that 
teacher comments cannot be isolated from the larger conversation between teacher and 
student.  
 
The next section of this chapter deals with the two areas that Knoblauch and Brannon 
identify as possibly being at fault if feedback appears not to be working. Firstly, the shift 
in approach to writing instruction, particularly at the tertiary level, is reviewed followed 
by research into the interpersonal aspects of feedback. Reference is made to the Zone of 
Proximal Development (ZPD), a theory of learning that has relevance for feedback 
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studies. Lastly research is reviewed that has investigated aspects of writing instruction 
within a disciplinary context, focusing particularly on the use of exemplars.    
 
2.3.1   Social approaches to writing and feedback 
Early feedback research had been heavily influenced by the process approaches to writing 
which were dominant in many different contexts. However, these approaches began to 
come under attack from more socially-oriented views of writing. Hyland (Hyland, 2003, 
p. 18) stated 
Because process approaches have little to say about the ways meanings are 
socially constructed, they fail to consider forces outside the individual which help 
guide purposes, establish relationships, and ultimately shape writing.  
For example, in the late 80s in the US, there was concern that the writing students were 
doing in freshman composition was not transferring to what students needed to write in 
their disciplines. It was argued that freshman composition, which focused predominately 
on helping students develop skills that skilled writers have, could not help students 
conform to disciplinary expectations for their writing. Solutions included a Writing 
Across the Curriculum (WAC) movement which attempted to aid disciplinary faculty, 
through workshops and training, to set writing tasks for content-area learning and advised 
how to deal with student writing problems (Young & Fulwiler, 1986). A later related 
movement, Writing in the Disciplines (WID), focused on writing as an act of socializing 
into a discipline (Carter, 2007), and tried to help students write appropriately within their 
study contexts.  
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There was support for these social approaches to the writing and the teaching of writing 
from social views of learning. Lafford (2007), when comparing social views of learning 
with more cognitive approaches, stressed that social settings serve as the source of 
cognitive and affective development, rather than merely providing a context in which 
individual learning takes place. In other words, students learn while collaborating with 
others, rather than learning as a result of collaboration. This theoretical support is 
outlined in the next section. 
 
2.3.2 Theoretical support for social approaches to writing and feedback 
Theoretical support for the use of feedback in a social approach is often cited from 
9\JRWVN\¶VZRUNRQWKH=RQHRI3UR[LPDO'HYHORSPHQW=3'(E.g. Vygotsky, 1978). 
Vygotsky (1978, p. 86) defines the ZPD as: 
The distance between the actual developmental level as determined by 
independent problem solving and the level of potential development as 
determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with 
more capable peers.  
The zone, in other words, can be seen as the gap between what a student can do now 
without assistance and what is achievable with guided assistance. Progress occurs not 
only though input, but through social interaction and the help of skilled, experienced 
others (Hyland, 2006). Feedback is therefore seen as dialogue between teacher and 
student.  
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Further support for feedback comes from a related concept to the ZPD: that of scaffolding 
or teacher-VXSSRUWHGOHDUQLQJ7KLVFRQFHSWHPSKDVL]HVWKHWHDFKHU¶VUROHLQDVVLVWLQJ
students in developing their level of performance. Hyland (2006, p. 91) argues that the 
notion of scaffolding assist learners through: 
Shared consciousness: the idea that learners working together learn more 
effectively than individuals working separately. 
Borrowed consciousness: the idea that learners working with knowledgeable 
others develop greater understanding of tasks and ideas. 
Feez (1998) shows how, as learners progress, the amount of teacher help and 
involvement decreases until students are able to perform independently. Figure 2 below 
shows teacher-learner collaboration in both scaffolding and the ZPD.  
 
Figure 2: Teacher learner collaboration (Feez, 1998, p. 27)  
Fig 2.1 teacher learner collaboration 
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If teachers and students negotiate and co-construct meaning, then feedback research 
could no longer only focus on the feedback itself. How students respond to feedback and 
what they respond to are co-constructed with other agents. These agents may include the 
teacher and the feedback itself, but may also include peers and other elements of the 
learning context. The next sections review research into the interpersonal aspects of 
feedback, research into peer feedback and research into using exemplars in the classroom.  
 
2.3.3 The interpersonal aspects of feedback  
For learning to take place in the ZPD, the relationship between the experienced guide and 
the student is an important one and is often manifest in the feedback itself. Feedback 
research has considered how teacher written feedback is used to create a productive 
interpersonal relationship (Hyland & Hyland, 2006a). As Hyland and Hyland (2006b, p. 
80) point out: 
«IHHGEDFNLVQRWVLPSO\disembodied reference to student texts but an 
interactive part of the whole context of learning, helping to create a productive 
interpersonal relationship between the teacher and individual students  
Hyland and Hyland (Hyland & Hyland, 2006b) conclude that interpersonal 
considerations influence the construction and interpretation of response. They advise 
teachers to keep the individual student in mind when giving feedback and claim that the 
WHDFKHUV¶FRPPHQWVFDQWUDQVIRUPVWXGHQWV¶DWWLWXGHVWRZULWLQJ 
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Another study that suggested that feedback had the ability to transform student attitudes 
was carried out by Ivanic, Clark and Rimmershaw (2000). Their study firstly compared 
feedback given to students by faculty and EAP units in two different universities. They 
found that the feedback was variable in terms of quantity and speculated that faculty and 
EAP teachers had different purposes in responding to student work. Ivanic et al  (2000) 
categorized the responses disciplinary and EAP teachers made in their study into 6 
different functions: 
1. Explain the grade in terms of strengths and weaknesses 
2. &RUUHFWRUHGLWWKHVWXGHQW¶VZRUN 
3. (YDOXDWHWKHPDWFKEHWZHHQWKHVWXGHQW¶VHVVD\DQGDQµLGHDO¶DQVZHU 
4. Engage in dialogue with the students 
5. Give advice which will be useful in writing the next essay 
6. Give advice on rewriting the essay 
7KH\IRXQGWKDWPRVWGLVFLSOLQDU\WHDFKHUV¶IHHGEDFNKDGWKHILUVWVHFRQGDQGILIWK
functions so was summative in nature, which was not surprising as the feedback given 
was on a single draft of writing. Neither the EAP tutors nor disciplinary tutors seemed to 
engage in dialogue with students in their feedback. They conclude that the nature of the 
WXWRU¶VFRPPHQWVLVGLUHFWO\DIIHFWHGE\WKHSXUSRVHRIUHVSRQGLQJWRWKHVWXGHQWZULWLQJ 
It would seem that teachers in this study saw their purpose of responding as arbiters of 
what is right and wrong rather than trying to help students in the ZPD.   
 
26 
 
The authors also concluded that teacher feedback often performs many functions 
simultaneously and that these functions are not always intended. They point out that 
feedback contains messages about 
university values and beliefs, about the role of writing in learning, about their 
identity as a student, and about their own competence and even character  (Ivanic 
et al., 2000, p. 47) 
The feedback gives messages to students which the researchers argue impacts on how 
and if the feedback is adopted. A weakness of the study though, was that teacher 
purposes for giving feedback could only be inferred from the textual analysis and could 
not be sought directly from the teachers. Similarly, and arguably more importantly, the 
study contained no student voices making it difficult to infer whether students were able 
to detect messages in the feedback, and if they were, what effect it had on their use of the 
feedback. It is also possible, and maybe more likely, that students perceive messages 
about the importance of writing through their instruction and from their teacher directly.   
 
The way that feedback is given has been shown to be important in creating a productive 
relationship between student and teacher which could lead to better use of feedback by 
the student. As a positive interpersonal relationship is seen as important in encouraging 
students to use the feedback they receive, support seems to be lent to the idea of peers 
giving feedback to each other on their writing. Peer feedback is taken up in the next 
section.  
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2.3.4 Peer feedback  
Peer feedback aims to help student writing by allowing students to comment on each 
RWKHU¶VZRUN. Liu and Hansen (2002) combine the terms peer feedback, peer review and 
peer editing into a single term; peer response. They define peer response as: 
the use of learners as sources of information and interactants for each other in 
such a way that learners assume roles and responsibilities normally taken on by a 
formally trained teacher, tutor, or editor in commenting on and critiquing each 
RWKHU¶VGUDIWVLQERWKZULWWHQDQGRUDOIRUPDWVLQWKHSURFHVVRIZULWLQJ(Liu & 
Hansen, 2002, p. 1) 
Peer response is not new and had its early roots in process approaches. In process writing 
theory, peer response affords multiple feedback on drafting and revision, allowing better 
audience awareness to be fostered. Students also develop reading-writing connections 
(Liu & Hansen, 2002) allowing learners to develop a reader-oriented view of  writing.  
 
The ZPD is normally conceived as a novice being helped by a master, but work in L2 
settings has suggested that students collectively help and support one another in group 
work using peer response. Donato (1994, p. 46) states  
the speakers (in a group work peer response situation) are at the same time 
individual novices and collectively experts, sources of new orientations for each 
other, and guides through this complex linguistic problem solving  
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Despite the theoretical support for peer feedback, several studies have shown that 
students have an affective preference for teacher feedback over peer feedback   (E.g. 
Carson & Nelson, 1996; Nelson & Carson, 1998; Zhang, 1995). Hyland and Hyland 
(2006a) argue that student beliefs about teacher and peer feedback and which is more 
useful, may impact on student use of feedback. Students may not take peer responses 
seriously and instead will wait for their teachers to comment on their work. They also 
point to the quality of peer feedback in L2 settings, stating that some research has shown 
students are overly critical in their feedback and may have problems detecting errors and 
providing quality feedback.  
 
There is often resistance to peer feedback from VWXGHQWVZKRIHHOLWLVWKHWHDFKHU¶VMREWR
JLYHIHHGEDFNRQZRUNDQGWKDWSHHUVDUHQRWµH[SHUWV¶DQGVRKDYHQRWKLQJWRRIIHU
Nelson and Carson (1998) have suggested that Chinese students and students from other 
µFROOHFWLYLVW¶FXOWXUDOJURXSVHJ.RUHDDQG-DSDQDYRLGKDUPLQJJURXSFRKHVLRQDQGVR
are unwilling to suggest changes to student texts.  
 
Zhao (2010) however, directly compared student use of peer and teacher feedback with 
their understanding of peer and teacher feedback and found that although students used 
more teacher feedback, they frequently did not understand it. In contrast, students 
actually understood more of the feedback from peers. First language was also found to 
play a facilitative role in peer interaction and seemed to aid student comprehension of the 
feedback they were receiving.  
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7KHILQGLQJVRI=KDR¶VVWXG\VXJJHVWDFRPSOLPHQWDU\UROHIRUSHHUIHHGEDFNDORQJVLGH
teacher feedback. This is not the case in many contexts, probably due to mistrust of its 
effectiveness on the part of teachers and students. Research findings on peer feedback 
appear to underscore the importance of student attitudes to feedback if feedback is to 
work. If students hold negative views towards peer feedback, it seems unlikely that they 
will feel they will learn much from it.  
 
2.3.5 The use of exemplars and grading criteria 
In addition to feedback from teachers and peers, students can also use artifacts such as 
grading criteria and exemplars to revise their own texts. Students need to know how their 
work will be judged and therefore need to know, explicitly or implicitly, what the criteria 
are for assessment. According to Hendry, Bromberger and Armstrong (2009), students 
often feel that feedback is unrelated to assessment criteria and does not contain guidance 
on how they can improve. Criteria in the form of marking rubrics are often too abstract 
for students and so exemplars are often used to make the criteria more tangible for 
students. Exemplars are examples of sWXGHQWV¶ZRUNWKDWKLJKOLJKWYDULRXVTXDOLWLHVWKDW
are desirable in writing and are often used in conjunction with grading criteria. For 
students to be able to use grading criteria and exemplars to revise their texts themselves, 
they need to develop meta-cognitive skills (Hyland & Hyland, 2006a).  
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Research has suggested a link between lack of revision on texts and the lack of skills to 
critically self-DVVHVVRQH¶VZRUN(Beach & Eaton, 1984), a finding which suggests a lack 
of training and instruction in self-assessment techniques. Sadler (2009) argues that 
students need to develop the ability to monitor their own work during its actual 
production. He identifies three main components necessary for students to be able to 
achieve this. Firstly, students need to know what work of higher quality looks like, 
secondly, they need to be able to compare the quality of their own work with the higher 
quality and thirdly, students need to use a store of strategies to modify their own work as 
necessary (Sadler, 2009).  
 
In discussing what students need in order to effectively use exemplars, Johns (2006, p. 
162) points out that  
writers need a meta-knowledge of a variety of contextual and personal factors as 
they plan and execute their drafts and revisions, working towards a successful 
written product 
The implications are that knowledge of content, language and other features are not 
sufficient to adequately use a model to imprRYHVWXGHQWV¶RZQGUDIWV6WXGHQWVQHHGWR
LQFUHDVHWKHLUDZDUHQHVVRIWKHQHHGWR³EDODQFHSXUSRVHVSURFHVVHVWDUJHWJHQUH
DXGLHQFHDQGFRQWH[W´(Johns, 2006, p. 162). There has not been much research in the 
area of how students interact with exemplars and what effects this has on student work.  
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Two pieces of research that have looked into students using exemplars are Hendry et al. 
and Handley and Williams (Handley & Williams, 2009; Hendry et al., 2009). Hendry et 
DO¶VVWXG\ORRNHGDWH[HPSODUVDVZD\VRIPDNLQJFULWHULDDQGVWDQGDUGVPRUH
understandable to students. In comparing the effectiveness of exemplars as opposed to 
marking sheets that gave feedback on work, the researchers concluded that exemplars 
that were marked and discussed in class were more useful than marking sheets that did 
not feature any discussion. Handley and Williams found that exemplars were highly 
valued by students, but could not find quantitative effects of using exemplars such as 
improved student writing evidenced through marks.  
 
Although students reported positive feelings about exemplars, merely making them 
available to students is unlikely to be enough to help students self-assess and monitor 
their work in production. As with peer feedback, students are likely to prefer teacher 
feedback to using criteria and exemplars in class.   
 
2.3.6 Summary of contextualized feedback research 
The more recent research into feedback has begun to look at areas beyond merely the 
feedback itself. The research has shown that students, feedback, peers and other factors in 
the learning environment can and do all impact student learning and student improvement 
as writers. Arguably the most important factor in feedback is the student, and yet so much 
research on feedback has ignored their perspective. Whether or not peer feedback is 
successful or whether or not students are able to use criteria and exemplars to improve 
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their own learning appears to come down to student beliefs and attitudes. Little work has 
been carried out within feedback research to account for student psychological 
characteristics that are likely to play a significant role in whether or not students use 
feedback to improve their writing.  
 
This section of the chapter has outlined research that has investigated more social 
dimensions of feedback. It has suggested that inter-personal aspects of feedback giving 
may encourage or work against students using feedback. Factors such as the learning 
context and student psychological factors such as motivation need to be systematically 
researched in a particular setting if research is to be of use in enhancing learning. In SLA 
more generally student psychological factors and social factors have been shown to 
influence one another (Ellis, 1994). The classroom context can influence student 
motivation making students more or less likely to engage with feedback.   
 
The next section of the literature review argues that feedback research needs to consider 
the context that feedback is being given in more systematically if it is to be useful for 
informing practice within a particular context. It suggests the use of a socio-cognitive 
framework to help illuminate the legal writing context in this study. Such a framework 
highlights the interplay of contextual factors, cognitive factors and psychological factors 
that are likely to facilitate or hinder student use of feedback.  
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2.4 A socio-cognitive framework for turning research into practice 
Ellis (2010) has called for more feedback rHVHDUFKWKDWJRHVIURP³WKHRU\WRSUDFWLFH´, 
that is, research that can help illuminate how feedback should be given so that students 
get the maximum learning from it. For Ellis (2010), the kind of research that might be 
able to explain how and for whom feedback works, needs to incorporate psychological, 
social and cognitive dimensions.  
 
This section of the literature review aims to focus on the contextual and psychological 
factors that are likely to facilitate or hinder student cognition of feedback. The section 
begins by outlining the SLA notion of attention, or noticing. It then attempts to piece 
together into a coherent framework student attention, student motivation and the social 
factors previously reviewed in this chapter. Such a framework, it is hoped, will be of use 
in investigating the LRW context that feedback is given in.      
 
2.4.1 Noticing  
What is missing from early feedback studies is any cognitive notion of how students take 
in or acquire grammatical competence or literacy from feedback. Schmidt (1990) argues 
that for language learning to occur, learners must be aware of the language or µQRWLFH¶ the 
ODQJXDJHWREHOHDUQHGDQGWKDWVRPHGHJUHHRIFRQVFLRXVQHVVLVQHFHVVDU\IRUµQRWLFLQJ¶
to take place. Schmidt (1990) distinguishes between different kinds of awareness: 
perception, noticing and understanding. Perception is low level awareness and can take 
place unconsciously. Noticing, however, requires focal awareness, requiring a student to 
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actively engage with input. Understanding is a higher level awareness and involves 
comparison with what has been noticed on previous occasions. Noticing then allows for 
learning but does not guarantee it.     
 
Ellis (1994) notes that noticing is of significant theoretical importance as it accounts for 
the features in the input that bHFRPHµLQWDNH¶WKDWLVZKLFKNQRZOHGJHLVVWRUHGLQ
temporary memory. Schmidt and Frota (1986) argue that for noticed input to become 
intake, learners have to carry out a comparison of what they have observed in the input 
and what they themselves are typically producing.  
 
It has been argued that the notion of noticing is a factor in why students often fail to use 
or adopt feedback. Sachs and Polio (2007) found that in a revised draft of writing, 
learners were most likely to make changes to text where feedback had been noticed and 
understood. They used think-aloud protocols to see if students were able to verbalize 
what needed to be changed (noticing) and could give a reason for it (understanding). 
Storch and Wigglesworth (2010) report similar findings and state whether students 
accommodate, accept or reject the feedback, is a matter of student agency. Tardy (2006) 
DOVRFODLPVWKDWWHDFKHUV¶IHHGEDFNZKLFKGRHVQRWUHVRQDWHZLWKOHDUQHU¶VEHOLHIVmay be 
rejected or transformed. Noticing is clearly desirable but what remains unclear is how 
feedback can resonate with student beliefs.  
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2.4.2 Psychological factors ± Motivation  
There is a body of SLA research devoted to individual learner differences which has 
sought to account for the variability in language acquisition  (See for example Larsen-
Freeman & Long, 1990; Skehan, 1989)9DULDELOLW\LQOHDUQHUV¶SURILFLHQF\FDQEH
explained by psychological factors such as language aptitude, learning style and 
motivation, but these factors are in part socially determined (Ellis, 1994), meaning each 
setting can be seen as a context in which constellations of social factors typically figure 
to influence learning outcomes.  
 
This review limits itself to one particular psychological factor ± that of motivation, to try 
and explain how it might help student agency. Although motivation has been widely 
studied in SLA, there has been little attempt to link findings to feedback research. Work 
by Gardner (1985) attempted to incorporate motivation into a model of L2 learning. 
Motivation, according to Gardner is a key variable that determines learning behaviours. 
The main determinant of motivation in this model was integrative, that is students were 
motivated by how much they wanted to integrate with a target language culture and the 
extent to which they held positive attitudes towards the learning situation.  
 
*DUGQHU¶VPRGHl has been criticized for not fully focusing on the L2 instructional context 
and for overstating the importance of integrative motivation  (Crookes & Schmidt, 1991; 
Dornyei, 2001). Crookes and Schmidt (1991) argued for a focus on motivation more 
UHODWHGWRWKHOHDUQHUV¶LPPHGLDWHOHDUQLQJFRQWH[WUDWKHUWKDQWKHLURYHUDOODWWLWXGHV
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WRZDUGVWKHODQJXDJHDQGFXOWXUHLQJHQHUDO*DUGQHU¶VZRUN(1979, 1983, 1985) was 
largely carried out in bilingual settings where attitudes towards the L2 are likely to be 
very different from contexts such as Hong Kong.    
 
Crookes and Schmidt (1991) argue for a broader conceptualization of motivation, more 
similar to the construct of motivation in education and psychology research. Keller (1983, 
p. 389) defined motivation from a psychological perspective:  
the choices people make as to what experiences or goals they will approach or 
avoid, and the degree of effort they will exert in that respect 
 
Keller (1983) identified four distinct determinants of motivation: Interest, relevance, 
expectancy, and extrinsic motivation. Interest is a positive response to stimuli. Students 
who have positive attitudes towards the writing they are doing, and in this study, the 
feedback they received, will have interest. Relevance was defined by Keller (1983, p. 
406) DVUHTXLULQJWKHOHDUQHU³WRSHUFHLYHWKDWLPSRUWDQWSHUVRQDOQHHGVDUHEHLQJPHWE\
WKHOHDUQLQJVLWXDWLRQ´Expectancy focuses on the likelihood of success or failure in a 
setting and is linked to the notion of locus of control (Brown, 1986). The main premise 
behind this determinant is that learners who feel they are likely to succeed are more 
motivated than students who expect to fail, and those students who believe they have 
control over their learning are more likely to feel motivated than those who do not. The 
final determinant is closest to extrinsic motivation (see Deci, 1975 for intrinsic/extrinsic 
distinction) and involves rewards and punishments. Students would be motivated by the 
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grades they get from their tutors and their motivation to improve their language in order 
to develop future careers.  
 
Skehan (1989) put forward four hypotheses of motivation which significantly expanded 
RQ*DUGQHU¶VLQWHJUDWLYH-instrumental distinction and were similar to the determinants of 
motivation of Keller.  
1. The intrinsic hypothesis: motivation derives from an inherent interest in the 
learning tasks the learner is asked to perform 
2. The resultative hypothesis: learners who do well will persevere, those who do not 
do well will be discouraged and try less hard 
3. The internal cause hypothesis: the learner brings to the learning situation a certain 
quantity of motivation as a given 
4. The carrot and stick hypothesis: external influences and incentives will affect the 
VWUHQJWKRIWKHOHDUQHU¶VPRWLYDWLRQ 
Skehan (1989)  arranged these motivational aspects in a matrix to highlight which forms 
of motivation are likely to be caused by external factors and which by internal.  
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Within the learning 
context 
The results of 
learning 
External (outside the learner) 
Materials 
Teaching 
Constraints 
Rewards 
Internal (inside the learner) Success Goals 
Fig 2.2 Dimensions of motivational sources (Skehan, 1989, pg 50) 
This matrix emphasizes that motivation could result from external factors such as more 
stimulating materials and activities in the classroom, or the chance to be rewarded for 
learning with grades (matrix top row). The matrix bottom row emphasizes the individual. 
,QWKLVURZWKHVWXGHQWV¶SHUFHSWLRQVRIWKHLUVXFFHVVZLWKLQ the learning context, and their 
goals outside the learning context are the motivational sources. 6WXGHQWV¶SHUFHSWLRQVRI
VXFFHVVDUHFORVHO\UHODWHGWRWKHQRWLRQRIWKHµORFXVRIFRQWURO¶6NHKDQ:KHQ
students feel they have more control of their learning, they are likely to feel more 
successful.  
 
There is a clear difference between Skehan and Gardner in the direction of causality in 
terms of motivation in language learning. ,Q*DUGQHU¶VPRGHO(Gardner, 1985) positive 
motivation is a causal variable, meaning that success comes to those who are positively 
motivated. However, for Skehan (1989) the perception of success leads to more 
motivation.  
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2.4.3 Social factors ± the learning environment 
The previous sections have emphasized the importance of student agency and motivation 
in researching the effectiveness of feedback. The feedback itself is likely to be just one 
factor that influences whether students are able to notice and use feedback. Other factors 
that affect student motivation and subsequently what they choose to notice are likely to 
be related to the learning environment.  
 
Ellis (1994) argues that social factors do not directly influence L2 proficiency but their 
effect is mediated by other variables such as learner attitudes. He points out that:  
1. 6RFLDOIDFWRUVKHOSWRVKDSHOHDUQHU¶VDttitudes, which in turn influence learning 
outcomes 
2. Social factors determine the learning opportunities which individual learners 
experience.  
Students use of feedback appears to be determined by the learning environment 
indirectly, and the ways that the learning environment motivates students more directly.  
 
 
Within the context of the proposed study into the learning context of LRW there are 
likely to be various factors in the learning environment that will shape student attitudes to 
the feedback they receive. Many of the likely factors have been reviewed earlier, 
including student attitudes to the teaching of writing, attitudes to the feedback including 
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exemplars, as well as attitudes to the learning with the course and programme within 
university.   
 
Studying this particular context and investigating what might be hindering student use of 
feedback requires a systematic investigation. Yet it can be difficult to know what is 
affecting what in a complex learning context. In order to study context and student 
attitude, a framework borrowed from language testing is proposed. In language testing it 
is acknowledged that contextual influences and the psychological characteristics of test 
takers influence the kinds of cognitive processing that takes place (E.g. Weir, 2005). For 
example motivation may affect the way a test task is dealt with. The purpose of the 
writing task is also likely to alter the way a test candidate goes about drafting a response. 
Test tasks can even be shortened or lengthened to prompt a particular kind of processing 
to take place. This is essentially a socio-cognitive model.  
 
A socio-cognitive theoretical model stresses the importance of the relationships between 
psychological, contextual and cognitive processing and allows for these relationships to 
EHHPSLULFDOO\LQYHVWLJDWHGDQGLQWHVWLQJWHUPVµYDOLGDWHG¶6XFKDframework would 
seem to have some utility for investigating influences that affect whether or how students 
notice feedback they have been given.  
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2.4.4 A socio-cognitive framework for investigating feedback 
The framework adapted from Weir (2005) (see fig 2.3) aims to illuminate how different 
elements of the learning situation in which feedback is being given interact with 
individual student psychological characteristics to shape student attitudes to feedback. 
The framework highlights the likely influences on whether or not the feedback is adopted 
by students. It is hoped that the results of a study will show how students perceive the 
feedback in this context, and more importantly, which factors in the learning environment 
appear to be working against successful use of the feedback.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig 2.3 A Socio-cognitive framework for feedback 
(Adapted from Weir, 2005) 
The framework above attempts to show what might affect student noticing and 
understanding of feedback. Noticing might be affected directly by strong student 
motivation which has nothing to do with the learning context. It could however be that 
Learning 
environment 
Student 
Psychological factors 
(motivation + 
attitudes) 
Noticing and uptake 
of feedback 
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the learning environment is the apparent cause of student motivation, or is a factor in 
demotivating students.  
 
2.5 Conclusion 
Despite the abundance of literature on feedback research, much of it is of limited value 
for helping the course in this context that aims to help students improve legal writing 
(LRW and EALP). Early research implied a cognitive framework, which assumed that 
effective feedback was a question of finding out how to write feedback correctly and 
what to focus on in order to develop student writing. Later research has begun to 
investigate contextual influences on what students do with feedback, but in many 
contexts it has still been more concerned with what teachers do than with what students 
do. This later research highlights the importance of more situated studies that will reveal 
factors in the context that might be impacting on how feedback is adopted and used by 
students. There has also been little work done that might suggest who is best placed to 
give feedback on student writing in an advanced L2 setting ± an EAP unit, disciplinary 
teachers or even peers. It is hoped that a study in this area might help shed light on these 
aspects in this context.    
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3 Methodology  
The approach and design of this study are shaped by the research questions, particularly 
the need to explore the context and student attitudes. The literature review questioned 
whether the effectiveness of teacher written feedback can be evaluated without 
LQYHVWLJDWLQJZKDWLVLQWKHVWXGHQWV¶KHDGV,QGLYLGXDOVWXGHQWVEULQJWKHLURZQ
motivations and goals to a learning situation that are likely to differ from context to 
context. For this reason, a qualitative study in the naturalistic research tradition is 
proposed in order to explore student thinking, and explore student motivation and student 
attitudes towards their learning environment. The following sections of this chapter 
outline the approach and design of this study, provide more detail of the context of the 
study, and explain the sources of data that will be used to generate findings for the study.    
 
3.1 Research approach and design 
Experimental studies or textual analyses of feedback reviewed in the previous chapter 
have often neglected the role of the student and the learning context where feedback is 
given. Typically, feedback research has relied on a narrow range of methodologies in 
order to answer specific research questions. Studies on teacher written feedback have 
most often performed a textual analysis. This has often been either of the feedback itself 
to see how the tutor is responding  (Ferris, Pezone, Tade, & Tinti, 1997) or of studentV¶
revised texts to note if students have made use of the feedback correctly (Conrad & 
Goldstein, 1999; Ferris, 1997). Other research has been experimental is design  (E.g. 
Bitchener, 2008; Fathman & Whalley, 1990) to answer a very specific question or test a 
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specific hypothesis. Both methodologies have shed light on questions such as how tutors 
respond and whether students can learn from the feedback they are given.  
 
Both methodologies have limitations, however. Experimental studies, particularly the 
kinds that have been used in error correction studies, have been able to make claims 
about whether it is possible for students to learn from error correction. Such a 
methodology however is unable to differentiate between different individual students, or 
probe in detail what students, in terms of motivation for example, actually do with the 
feedback. The individual student factor has often been controlled, and yet, as the 
literature review has argued, the student factor could be the single most important 
variable in the study (see literature review section 2.4).  
 
Similarly, textual analysis of feedback has been able to show how teachers give their 
feedback, and how they go about creating interpersonal relationships with students (E.g. 
Hyland & Hyland, 2006b).  But this kind of research methodology does not capture 
student voices which could reveal how students feel about the feedback. Like the 
experimental methodology, it tends to narrow the scope of enquiry to just the feedback 
itself, and is not capable of exploring the surrounding context and the individual 
psychological characteristics of students. In other words, the methodology does not have 
much to say about the influence of learning environment and student on whether or how 
feedback is adopted. Such a limitation makes it difficult to generalize findings to another 
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setting, where the learning environment is likely to be different and the students will 
certainly be different.    
 
This study aims to tease out elements in the context that might be affecting how students 
are engaging with the feedback.  The study therefore adopts a qualitative research design 
that is exploratory in nature, as the literature reviewed in the previous chapter revealed 
little in the way of hypotheses about how student perceptions might affect the adoption of 
feedback. Dornyei (2007, p. 39) VWDWHVWKDW³TXDOLWDWLYHPHWKRGVDUHXVHIXOIRUPDNLQJ
VHQVHRIKLJKO\FRPSOH[VLWXDWLRQV´7KHIHHGEDFNFRQWH[WLVOLNHO\WREHhighly complex. 
There is likely to be interplay of student beliefs and attitudes and factors within the 
learning situation.  
 
Another feature of the proposed research design is that the data are to be collected in a 
naturalistic setting. Naturalistic enquiry studies a group in its natural setting, and no 
attempt is made to control variables (Dornyei, 2007). In this study the various variables 
are likely to be the points of interest. In contrast to quantitative research that aims for a 
JHQHUDOL]DEOHµFRUUHFWLQWHUSUHWDWLRQ¶TXDOLWDWLYHUHVHDUFKFDQRIIHUDUHSHUWRLUHRI
possible interpretations (Dornyei, 2007).  The repertoire of interpretations can work to 
broaden our understanding of the complexity of a learning context. Naturalistic 
qualitative enquiry has the capacity to reveal complex processes and how these processes 
interact with each other. Much research on teacher written feedback has conceptualized 
the feedback process as linear ± students write, teacher gives feedback, students revise 
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(Goldstein, 2001) but there are likely to be, however, multiple factors that intervene and 
shape this process.  
 
The design and approach of the research are DOVRµVLWXDWHG¶7KLVPHDQVWKDWfindings are 
only interpreted in light of the context in which they were found, meaning that findings 
from this study may not generalize to other settings. This lack of generalizability is often 
cited as a weakness of qualitative studies. However, in socio-cognitive circles 
situatedness is often the norm. If the interest in a study is how cognition is affected by a 
learning context and individual students, findings cannot be generalized beyond that 
particular learning context and those individual students.  
 
Having explained the approach of the proposed research, the next section outlines the 
context of the study and attempts to explain the particular characteristics of this setting. 
Ferris (2003) argues that an under-specified context is a common area of weakness in 
many feedback studies and that if findings are to be evaluated in relation to context, it is 
very important that the description of the context be as full as possible.     
 
3.2 The context of the study 
This section of the chapter attempts to lay out the relevant contextual factors in this study. 
The following sections describe the students who partook in the research, the writing 
context in which these students were receiving feedback, and finally the background of 
the teachers who were teaching this group of students. 
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3.2.1 The students  
The students are first year law students in their second semester of legal study. The 
students were all my own students from previous EALP classes who volunteered to take 
part in the study. The students are all Chinese, with most of them identifying themselves 
as HK Chinese. Two of the students were from mainland China. They were all advanced 
level L2 students, some of whom had had international school experience, although most 
had been educated in the state school system in Hong Kong. None had IELTS scores.  
 
3.2.2 The writing context 
The students all attended LRW classes, which consisted of 4 or 5 lectures a semester, 
followed by smaller tutorial groups of around 12 -16 students per teacher. The lectures 
usually focused on elements of legal research, while the tutorial groups tended to discuss 
a particular case. Writing in the course was usually set as a homework assignment and 
involved writing a legal memorandum to a senior in a law firm advising on aspects of the 
case that had been covered in class.   
 
The writing assignments were not counted towards any formal assessment, rather they 
were given especially for student practice in writing and for the chances it afforded for 
explicit written feedback. Every piece of writing in this context was a one shot attempt ± 
no opportunities were given for students to rewrite work after it was corrected. Across the 
course of one semester three memos would be written that would focus on different legal 
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issues with a case. There was no further writing instruction at all in class ± the legal 
memoranda homework, and the feedback students received from it, were the only formal 
writing input.  
 
3.2.3 The teachers 
The teachers were either full-time law faculty staff who teach other courses in the law 
program, or they were legal professionals working on a part-time basis. There were 
approximately 10 different teachers who had classes in the LRW course and students 
chosen for this study came from a variety of these classes.     
 
3.3 Sources of data 
The methodology employed in the study was predominantly semi-structured interview of 
the LRW students who had volunteered to take part in the study. This methodology was 
chosen as it was relatively open-ended, but had enough pre-prepared guiding questions to 
allow for some comparison of different student responses. As Dornyei (2007, p. 136) 
points out, semi-VWUXFWXUHGLQWHUYLHZVDOORZWKHLQWHUYLHZHHVWR³HODERUDWHRQWKHLVVXHV
UDLVHGLQDQH[SORUDWRU\PDQQHU´.  Semi-structured interviews therefore are an 
appropriate research method for when a researcher has an overview of a phenomenon but 
does not want to limit the breadth or depth of what the respondent wants to say.  
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The interview protocol was designed to elicit responses on a broad range of areas not 
limited to just the feedback itself (for full explanation see section 3.4). The protocol was 
written and then piloted on two law students who were personally known to the 
researcher and who had taken the LRW course a year previously. Their responses led to 
the addition of an extra question on grading as this seemed to be something that both 
students had brought up in their responses.   
 
The semi-structured interviews consisted of interviews of 8 students of LRW, who had 
completed a writing task that had already been given feedback by their teacher. The 
interviews were audio-recorded and partially transcribed (see Appendix II for an example 
of the transcription). The data was then analyzed and coded to investigate student 
perceptions of the feedback, and how they assessed its efficacy in helping them improve 
their writing. Ethical clearance was received from the Human Research Ethics Committee 
for Non-Clinical Faculties (HRECNCF) at HKU, the institution where I work (see 
appendices III and IV for ethics clearance letter and sample informed consent form).  
 
3.4 The research instrument design 
The semi-structured interviews were designed to last around 20 minutes each and the 
TXHVWLRQVZHUHEDVHGDURXQGIRXUDUHDVUHOHYDQWWRVWXGHQWV¶OHJDOZULWLQJDQGWKH
feedback they receive (for full questions see Appendix I). The first section probed the 
type and manner of feedback giving in this context. Students were encouraged to talk 
about what they felt tutors were focusing on when they gave feedback, and whether the 
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tutor assigned grades to work. Part of the aim was to uncover a picture of how feedback 
was carried out in this context.  
 
The second section followed on from this and dealt with the perceived usefulness of the 
feedback for the students and whether students felt it helped them improve their writing. 
Students were further asked whether they felt they were able to develop autonomy in 
writing from the feedback they were receiving.  
 
The third section of the interview focused on the use to which feedback is put. This is a 
difficult area to ask questions about as students often feel they make use of all the 
feedback they receive and never ignore anything. I wanted to see if students were able to 
use feedback received from one piece of writing in the next piece. Although the interview 
alone would not be able to systematically investigate the context in which feedback was 
given, it was hoped their responses might help identify some factors that lead to students 
not adopting the feedback given by their teachers.  
 
Lastly I asked students about their writing goals and beliefs as I felt this was important in 
illuminating what students did with their feedback. Those who had very strong goals and 
motivation to improve their legal writing would be expected to make more and better use 
of the feedback they were receiving. This section also aimed to see whether there was a 
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PLVPDWFKEHWZHHQVWXGHQWV¶RZQJRDOVIRUZULWLQJDQGWKHJRDOVWKH\WKRXJKWWKHODZ
faculty had for them as writers.  
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4 Results and discussion: Students¶SHUFHSWLRQVRIWKH usefulness of feedback in 
Legal Research and Writing (LRW)  
This chapter reports the results and findings from the semi-structured interviews that 
probed student beliefs and attitudes towards the feedback they received and the context it 
is given in. The research questions guiding the research were: 
RQ1 ± What are the feedback practices in the context of writing improvement 
courses for advanced L2 law students?  
RQ2 ± What factors appear to be influencing student noticing of feedback?   
Qualitative semi-structured interviews were used to obtain data that would help answer 
both research questions. The first section of the chapter reports on the feedback given to 
students and discusses the extent to which the existing practices are likely to lead to 
student wULWLQJLPSURYHPHQW7KHIHHGEDFNSUDFWLFHVDUHUHSRUWHGWKURXJKVWXGHQWV¶
perceptions of the feedback. The aim is to reveal how this particular learning context may 
RUPD\QRWEHKHOSIXOLQKHOSLQJVWXGHQWV¶QRWLFLQJDQGVXEVHTXHQWXVHRIIHHGEDFN 
 
The second part of the chapter H[SORUHVWKHLQWHUDFWLRQEHWZHHQVWXGHQWV¶SV\FKRORJLFDO
characteristics and the learning context with particular reference to student sources of 
motivation. Motivation is of interest as positive attitudes are a factor in determining how 
effective feedback is (Sheen, 2006). The sources of motivation are divided into those that 
are internal to the student (e.g. student goals) and those that are external to the students 
(e.g. attitudes to the feedback, course and programme and the impact of grades). These 
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sources of motivation are likely to aid in teasing out factors that might be affecting 
student noticing.    
 
4.1 Current feedback practices 
The first part of this chapter reports the current feedback practices in this writing context. 
Feedback practices here are defined as including all types of feedback information and so 
include teacher written feedback, peer feedback, grades and grading criteria, and 
exemplar answers that students can consult after they have submitted their written 
assignment to the teacher. Each of these feedback practices is dealt with in turn.  
 
4.1.1 7KHWHDFKHUV¶IRFXVRQIHHGEDFN 
The semi-structured interview first asked students what the teacher written feedback 
focused on and how this feedback was given. With respect to what was focused on, two 
students highlighted that only content issues were being addressed: 
6³«GLIIHUHQWWXWRUIRFXVHVRQGLIIHUHQWWKLQJV± FRPPHQWVRQFRQWHQW«RU
nothing  
6³QRUPDOO\MXVWOHJDOLVVXHVQRWXVXDOO\JUDPPDU´ 
Others felt the emphasis was more on the structure of the writing 
6³WKHFRXUVHIRFXVHVPRUHRQVWUXFWXUHRIDQVZHUDQGZULWLQJFRQFLVHO\«
nothing on language issues 
One student felt that language was an explicit focus 
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6³7XWRUKHOSVWU\WRUHGUDIWVHQWHQFHV«XVXDOO\ODQJXDJHLVVXHVEXWVRPHOHJDO
FRQWHQW´ 
6WXGHQWUHSRUWHGWKDWKLVWXWRUJDYHIHHGEDFNRQ³OHJDOFRQWHQW´DQGWKDWKH³VHOGRP
KDGODQJXDJHHUURUVFRUUHFWHG´EXWUHSRUWHGWKDWWKHWHDFKHUKDGDOVRWROGWKHFODVVthat 
³WKH\QHHGWRLPSURYHWKHLUJUDPPDU´2XWRIWKHVWXGHQWVLQWHUYLHZHGRQO\WZR
(student 2 and student 7) reported that their tutors commented on language. Five felt that 
µFRQWHQW¶RUµOHJDOLVVXHV¶ZHUHWKHSULPDU\IRFXVRIWKHIHHGEDFN2WKHUIRFL mentioned 
by students in the interviews apart from content, legal issues and language issues were 
³PRUHRQWKHIRUPDWWLQJDQGVW\OH´DQG³KRZ\RXVKRXOGVWDUWDQLQWURGXFWLRQ´6, as 
well as the organization and structure of a legal memoranda.  
 
There was also some variability reported in terms of how feedback was given. Seven 
students reported receiving written feedback on their work, although one reported that 
often they did not receive any feedback at all (student 1). Students reported that some 
tutors gave oral feedback on common errors and mistakes in the class in addition to the 
written feedback. No student received any personal oral feedback. Student 3 reported that 
the general oral comments given in class were more useful than the written feedback.  
 6³JHQHUDORUDOFRPPHQWVDUHJLYHQDQGDUHWKHPRVWXVHIXO´ 
Four students reported that the feedback was given on an electronic copy of their work 
(in Microsoft Word), while the other four got feedback on a hard copy. Only one student 
(student 7) reported a preference for one kind of feedback over the other ± she preferred 
comments on a hard copy, while others stated that they had no preference. Students also 
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commented on where the feedback was written with six students reporting their tutors 
gave some brief comments at the end of their work. Only one student (student 8) 
commented that they got feedback in the margins of their work as well as at the end. Two 
students who received their feedback in Word also received one or two comments or 
corrections usLQJWKHµWUDFNFKDQJHV¶IHDWXUH 
 
Lastly, five students also mentioned when they received their feedback. Student 7, for 
example, talked about the feedback she received from her tutor as being too late to be 
able to use: 
6³0\WXWRUMXVWJLYHVLFPHDYHU\EULHIFRPPHQW«LWZLOOEHDORQJWLPHDIWHU
P\KRPHZRUNVRVRPHWLPHV,FDQ¶WJHWWKHSRLQWZKHUH,DPPLVWDNHVLF´ 
 
4.1.2 The variability of feedback  
The quality of feedback cannot be objectively studied as no direct analysis of feedback 
was carried out within this study. Student responses to the feedback, however, suggested 
that the quality of feedback seemed variable with students seeming to express 
disappointment with various aspects of the feedback they received.   
 
Firstly, there were issues with when the feedback was given, with at least one student 
complaining that the feedback only came after the work had already been submitted and 
then it was at least 3 weeks before the feedback came back. In this time, the student (S7) 
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reported that she had forgotten what the assignment was about. Feedback could not 
therefore be incorporated in a later answer.  
 
Students also seemed disappointed with what the feedback focused on. At least two of the 
students for example (S3 and S5) reported that the feedback they received could not be 
used in other courses apart from LRW. Feedback may not therefore have focused on what 
students wanted or needed to make improvements to their writing. Earlier studies 
including Leki (2006) and Riazi (1997) found that students wanted more feedback on 
disciplinary conventions and less on content. In the context of this study, most of the 
feedback seemed to be on legal content. There is a suggestion here that student needs for 
feedback are not being met.  
 
As L2 writers, the students in this study seemed to have a need or wish for less feedback 
on content and more on helping improve their writing. The evidence in the previous 
paragraph suggested that students want feedback that is useful beyond LRW. There 
seemed to be additional evidence for this from student 8 who felt that oral comments on 
language issues in class was more helpful than the written feedback they received. If 
student needs or wants are not being met, it is likely that feedback may not be fully 
noticed and may even be rejected. Further student perceptions of the feedback are taken 
up in the second section of this chapter (see section 4.3).  
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The usefulness of feedback might also be impacted by its link to instruction. There 
appeared to be very little instruction on writing within the LRW course. Students reported 
that some typical language errors are dealt with in class, but there did not appear to be 
any other explicit writing focus. Gibbs and Simpson (2005) have argued that to support 
student learning, it is vital that students are oriented to allocate appropriate time to the 
most important aspects of the course. If writing is not being dealt with in class, students 
are unlikely to direct much effort to it.  
 
Overall, the variability in the feedback given to students is suggestive of different teacher 
beliefs about writing. There were 10 different teachers in this context and it is unknown 
whether they received any training on conveying feedback. Some teachers may have been 
unsure of their role in aiming to help students improve their legal writing. Much of the 
teacher uncertainty is likely to stem from the fact that the primary purpose of the course 
seems uncertain. It appears that tutors deliberately focused on one aspect of performance 
at the expense of others, but their reasons for doing so did not appear to be clear, 
especially for the students. A tutor that  barely uses any comments at all may be evidence 
of a belief about the usefulness of feedback (E.g. Ivanic et al., 2000). This tutor may have 
felt that helping writing was not their job, or that students do not learn from feedback. 
Tutors who only focused on content/legal issues are also likely to see themselves as legal 
experts with little time for helping students with aspects of writing beyond getting the 
content right. The feedback focus is just suggestive of a teacher belief, as these beliefs 
could not be probed directly.   
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4.1.3 Lack of opportunities for peer feedback 
Students reported that there was little chance within the LRW course to give peer 
feedback. S4 commented:  
6³«QRWVXSSRVHGWRFROODERUDWH«7KHODZIDFXOW\SURKLELWVFROODERUDWLQJZLWK
VWXGHQWV´ 
If this is true, it probably reflects a fear that students might plagiarize one another when 
submitting work for assessment. Yet students are likely to be able to help each other 
improve their writing if trained. Zhao (2010) (see literature review section 2.3.4) 
demonstrated how working with peers appeared to lead to a deeper level of understanding 
RIIHHGEDFNWKDQZDVSRVVLEOHIURPDWHDFKHU¶VZULWWHQFRPPHQWV, which suggest that 
peer feedback can be an important source of feedback.  There was some evidence in this 
context that students did occasionally work together with peers. When they did work 
together it was most likely to be to help each other learn legal issues or to proofread a 
final draft of writing.  
6³«EXW (I) GRQ¶WJLYHDGYLFHRQOHJDOZULWLQJRQO\FRQWHQW«ZKDWWKHDQVZHU
VKRXOGEH´  
6³VRPHWLPHVZKHQ,ILQLVKP\ZRUN,OHWP\IULHQGVVFDQLW. ,W¶VXVHIXODQGFDQ
do proof-UHDGLQJ´ 
The fact that students did still work together even though they were actively discouraged 
from collaborating, suggests that students were at least open to the idea that learning 
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could occur in collaboration with peers. There was little evidence that students knew how 
to, or were willing to adopt peer feedback strategies to help them with their writing. 
Student 6 in response to the question of whether they ever worked together with peers 
commented: 
6³:HGLVFXVVWKHLVVXHVEXWZHGRQ¶WGLVFXVVWKHZULWLQJ:HUDUHO\FRPPHQW
on others. It might be useful if we GLG«´ 
And similarly student 1: 
6³\HV,ZRXOGXVHSHHUIHHGEDFNWRFODULI\DPDLQSRLQWEXWQRWRWKHUZLVHLI
ZHKDGWLPHZRXOGGRWKDW´ 
Student 1 seems to feel if more time were devoted to writing, or if they had more time 
generally, then peer feedback might be useful. These excerpts seem to be more evidence 
that students seem open to the possibility of using peer feedback more widely than they 
currently do. The data suggest that time and training are the main barriers to more 
widespread peer feedback on writing. It seems there could be benefit from peer feedback 
if more class time were devoted to writing issues, and training was given to students on 
how they might usefully help each other with their writing in class.   
 
Despite evidence that students would use peer feedback if they had time, there was still 
skepticism from other students about peer feedback being useful in helping improve 
writing, consistent with earlier findings from Nelson and Carson (1998). There appeared 
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to be fewer skeptical voices however than those who felt there was learning potential 
from peer feedback with three students identifying issues.  
6³1HYHUJHWKHOSIURPSHHUV± not useful to improve your own writing because 
HYHU\RQHKDVDGLIIHUHQWVW\OH´ 
6WXGHQW¶VUHVSRQVHVXJJHVWVWKDWSHHUV¶FRPPHQWVDUHXQOLNHO\WREHDGRSWHGE\WKLV
VWXGHQWZKRPLJKWVHHPZDU\RIRWKHUVWXGHQWVFKDQJLQJWKHZULWHU¶VVW\OH6RLWGid not 
appear only to be the faculty who were wary of peer feedback.   
 
The feedback given by the teachers and the limited feedback given by peers appears to 
offer little opportunity to negotiate meaning. What this means is that students have few 
opportunities to talk with their teachers and classmates about their feedback and to 
engage in dialogue. Ellis (1994), for example, has noted that comprehension appears to 
benefit from opportunities to negotiate meaning. Such dialogue might also allow students 
to work within the ZPD (see literature review 2.3.2). Students¶ negotiation of meaning 
can help them reach a deeper understanding of the feedback they are given, by directing 
them to notice and engage with the feedback.   
 
Negotiation of meaning was also made difficult by the one-shot nature of writing context. 
Students wrote their memorandum, submitted it and received feedback on it a few weeks 
later. Ferris (1995) has noted, however, that students are more attentive to feedback when 
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writing is in process. They are more likely to negotiate meaning in order to more deeply 
understand feedback, as they need it to complete work in progress.  
 
4.1.4 Grading practices 
Most students reported that their tutors gave them a grade for their work, alongside 
whatever feedback they received. Students reported that tutors often gave a mark out of 
100, but not every student who was interviewed interpreted these scores in the same way.  
 6³WXWRUVJLYHPDUNVRXWRI«LVQRWYHU\ZHOODERYHLVRN´ 
6³WKHWXWRUJDYHDPDUNRXWRI«LWLVGLIILFXOWWRLQWHUSUHWGRQ¶WNQRZLI,¶P
doing well or not. Fewer mistakes is better, tutor shows less errors then work is 
EHWWHU´ 
6³,MXVWFRPSDUHZLWKIULHQGVDQGVHHWKHLUVFRUH´ 
2WKHUWXWRUVJDYHFRPPHQWVOLNH³JRRG´RU³IDLU´ instead of scores. Some students 
commented that their tutor did not give a grade because the tutor often did not agree with 
the grading guidance of the director of the LRW course. Student 6 commented: 
6³7KH\WXWRUDQGGLUHFWRUKDYHGLIIHUHQWFULWHULDVRVKHWXWRUDYRLGVJLYLQJ
grades as the criteria vary.  
And student 8 added: 
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6³QRPDUNVJLYHQDVWKHUHZHUHQRFRQFUete guidelines as to how they would be 
marked. Different teachers have different standards of writing. They sometimes 
have great differences.´  
Student 7 was unhappy that she was not given a grade for her work. She felt: 
6³DJUDGHFDQOHWPHNQRZEHWWHUZKHUHP\SRVLWLRQLV«VRPHWXWRUVGRQ¶W
ZDQWWRKXUW\RXUIHHOLQJV«,OLNHWRKHDUQHJDWLYHWKLQJV:KHQWXWRUVD\V
KRPHZRUNLVJRRG,GRXEWWKHWXWRUDVVHVVHGLWDWWHQWLYHO\´ 
But student 8 took a different view: 
6³,SUHIHUWKLVWXWRUQRWJLYLQJXVDVFore ± VKH¶VWHOOLQJWKHWUXWKDVVKHGRHVQ¶W
KDYHDPDUNLQJVFKHPH*LYLQJGHILQLWHVFRUHVFDQEHPLVOHDGLQJ,I,GRQ¶WJHW
³YHU\JRRG´WKHQ,NQRZ,QHHGWRLPSURYH´ 
Interestingly, some students reported positive attitudes towards not receiving a grade for 
their work. Student 7 seemed to be more typical of the Chinese context, where students 
apparently are highly motivated to achieve by getting grades.   
 
Although there did not appear to be assessment criteria which guided the grading for 
these individual writing tasks, criteria were being brought in and were available while the 
researcher was analyzing the data of this research. Although students (and it appears also 
teachers) did not have access to the criteria at the time the data was collected, the criteria 
do give an indication of how the LRW director conceptualizes writing within this course. 
As Weigle (2002) notes, grading criteria represent an explicit statement about features of 
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writing that are considered a part of the writing construct. The proposed criteria are 
outlined in the next section.  
 
The total score for an assignment according to the grading criteria was 88 marks, with 12 
marks being given as bonuses (to take the score to 100) for getting the work in on time 
(for the full criteria please see appendix III). The assessment criteria are divided into two 
parts; writing skills, and legal analysis, with the legal analysis being weighted more 
heavily (60 marks for legal analysis and 28 marks for writing skills). The writing skills 
section is further divided into two parts with the first section worth 18 marks and the 
second section worth 10 marks. The two areas are not labeled but could probably be best 
VXPPDUL]HGDVµODQJXDJH¶DQGµRUJDQL]DWLRQ¶%oth domains consist of five criteria as 
shown below in figure 4.1. 
 
 
Your legal memorandum should be: Your legal memorandum should: 
I. Written in correct grammatical 
English 
I. Be properly headed and neatly laid 
out 
II. Written in clear, plain language II. Be divided into an appropriate 
number of paragraphs 
III. Contain no spelling mistakes III. Make sensible use of headings 
IV. Written concisely IV. Deal with each issue in a logical 
and structured order 
V. Written in a language and in a style 
appropriate to a Legal 
Memorandum 
V. Give each issue its due weight and 
significance 
18 marks 10 marks 
Fig 4.1 Assessment criteria for LRW final assessment 
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It is probably fair to say that even if tutors had marked this particular writing with these 
criteria, it might still be difficult for students to interpret their score. Understanding of the 
criteria seem dependent on students knowing in advance what clear, plain language is and 
what style is appropriate to a memorandum. The feedback that students received, 
according to the students¶FRPPHQWVHDUOLHU, did not seem to focus on these areas. The 
feedback students reported in LRW seemed to be more geared to the 60 marks available 
for legal analysis. Some of the feedback given to students implicitly seems to ignore any 
IRFXVRQWKHµODQJXDJH¶FRPSRQHQWRIWKHFULWHULD 
 
It is also unclear from these grading criteria what standard is expected of students to get a 
particular score or grade level. It is unclear if students who were grammatically 
inaccurate but stylistically appropriate in their writing would score better or worse than 
students who were grammatically accurate but stylistically inappropriate. It is not at all 
clear if these criteria would help students interpret their score much more easily than they 
did when they did not receive any criteria.  
 
Without criteria to guide both tutors and students there is often second guessing of 
performance by students as was the case for S2 who felt that if her work did not have too 
many corrections, it was a good piece of work. This might suggest a widely-held belief 
among the tutors and students that good writing was about avoiding error. This tends to 
be the case in secondary schooling in HK where teachers often feel that writing with a 
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clear purpose and an intended audience using an appropriate register is rare. Students 
often only deal with writing at this level once their errors have been eliminated from their 
writing. Students may more easily be able to interpret their grade if they had access to 
these criteria.  
 
4.1.5 Confusion about the purpose of exemplar answers 
Another form of feedback given as well as teacher comments and a grade was in the form 
of an exemplar answer that was posted on the law faculty intranet after the legal 
memoranda had been marked. However, there appeared to be difficulty in interpreting 
what the exemplars meant and what their use was. S3 commented that  
6³WKHJRRGPRGHODQVZHUVWKDWDUHSRVWHGDUHQRWJRRG«WKHWXWRUZRXOG
GLVDJUHHZLWKRWKHUH[DPSOHV«DOOWKUHHVKHGLVDJUHHGZLWK´ 
The student in this example explained that the tutor she/he had was a full-time academic 
at the university while the course director was a practitioner in the legal field, who 
worked part-time at the University. The exemplars posted on the website were examples 
of student work that had been given an A grade. However, students reported the examples 
very often contained bullet points of information rather than complete paragraphs. A 
cause of confusion for students therefore, was knowing whether the model answer was a 
well written one or one that was merely correct in terms of its content. It appears that 
students (and some teachers) suspected the latter. Perhaps for that reason S3 reported that 
he/she always ignored the models that were posted on the web.  
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6³VRPHVWXGHQWVFRS\WKHVW\OHEXWQRWVXUHLIWKLVLVDJRRGWKLQJWRGR± try to 
merge their own style and the style of the model. Often the model is just bullet 
SRLQWV´ 
TKLVVWXGHQW¶VWXWRUGLVDJUHHGZLWKDOOWKHPRGHODQVZHUVor at least the best answers in 
WKHFRXUVHGLUHFWRU¶VFODVVwhich suggests that teachers had different beliefs about what 
ZDVH[SHFWHGIURPVWXGHQWV7KHVWXGHQW¶VWHDFKHUZDVDOHJDODFDGHPLFUDWKHUWKDQD
legal professional.  
 
It is likely that if students are unclear as to what teachers are looking for in their writing, 
it will have an impact on student uptake of teacher written feedback. The absence of 
writing criteria and the assumption that all tutors and students would know what good 
legal writing is appeared to lead to confusion when students were asked if they were able 
to interpret their level of performance from the feedback or from the marks students were 
given for their work. 
 
The exemplars and the criteria also appear to be unlinked to the instruction in class. If 
they had been, it seems more likely that students would have paid more attention to them. 
,WDSSHDUVWKH/5:GLUHFWRU¶VSXUSRVHIRUVKRZLQJWKHH[HPSODUVZDVVRWKDWVWXGHQWV
would see what a correct answer looked like. Correct here appears to mean correct in 
terms of the law correctly identified and had little or nothing to do with the language use 
of the answer. There were clearly teachers who felt that the quality of writing was an 
important element of what should constitute a good answer and so their disagreement 
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with the quality of the exemplars appeared to encourage the students to downplay their 
usefulness.  
 
In addition there appeared to be little or no discussion of the exemplars in class, which is 
unsurprising if teachers did not feel they were of a sufficient quality. The exemplars may 
also have been made available too late for students to notice the gap between their own 
writing and the exemplar.  
 
4.2 Summary of feedback practices   
The table on the next page (table 4.1) summarizes the feedback practices that appear to be 
taking place in this context according to the student interviews.  They centre on the four 
feedback areas described in the previous sections, namely the feedback both from the 
teacher and from peers, and the use of grading and the exemplar answers shown after 
students had completed their writing assignments.  
 
The feedback practices employed by both teachers and students in this context are likely 
to play a role in whether or not students are able to improve their writing. There appeared 
to be factors in this instructional context that are likely to influence student ability to 
learn from feedback. These factors are outlined below in table 4.2. 
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 Summary of feedback practices  
Students receive 
teacher written 
feedback  
x Different tutors focus on different aspects of feedback with 
most focusing on issues of structure in memoranda and on 
content issues 
x Some students receive very little feedback 
x Teachers appear to have divergent views on the nature and 
importance of writing in LRW 
x Feedback does not appear to be tied to instruction 
x Some teachers are academic staff while others are legal 
practitioners  
Grades are 
frequently given 
on writing  
x Reactions to receiving grades are mixed  
x Students are unaware of writing criteria 
x Students appear unable to interpret grades as indicators of 
the quality of their writing 
Students can see 
DQµ$¶JUDGH
exemplar after 
they have 
submitted their 
writing 
x Students and some teachers are unsure if the exemplars 
demonstrate good legal writing 
x Students seem unaware of a gap between the exemplar and 
their own writing  
There are few 
peer feedback 
opportunities  
x Peer feedback appears to be actively discouraged 
x Students did seem open to the idea of peer feedback  
Table 4.1 Summary of feedback practices in the legal writing context 
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Factors in the institutional context that impact the ability of 
students to learn from feedback 
The quality of feedback  
Opportunities to negotiate meaning 
Opportunities to develop meta-cognitive skills and self-assessing 
abilities 
Table 4.2 Factors in the institutional context that impact the ability of students to learn 
from feedback 
 
These factors have been adopted from theory and the literature associated with giving 
feedback. In socio-cognitive terms, they are likely to be factors which can help make the 
feedback better noticed and understood. The quality of feedback is likely to be one factor 
in helping students learn to improve their writing. Other factors are likely to include the 
chance to work within the zone of proximal development (ZPD) (Vygotsky, 1978) and 
opportunities to develop meta-cognitive skills necessary to monitor work while it is in 
production (Sadler, 2009).  
 
 
4.3 Factors that appear to influence student noticing of feedback  
The first section of this chapter, while outlining the feedback practices in this context, 
also revealed certain factors that are likely to influence student noticing of feedback. The 
second part of this chapter takes up the role that student perceptions and attitudes play in 
impacting on what students notice and how these attitudes and perceptions might affect 
student ability to learn from feedback. The following factors appear to be the most salient 
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in the responses from students. Each factor is dealt with in turn and its likely effect is 
presented.  
Factors that influence student noticing of feedback   
Student goals  
Negative perceptions of the instructional context  
Negative perceptions of the usefulness of feedback  
Negative perceptions of success  
Impact of grades 
Table 4.3 Factors that influence student noticing of feedback 
 
4.3.1 Student goals   
In this context there appeared to be strong evidence that students brought a high level of 
PRWLYDWLRQWRWKH/5:OHDUQLQJFRQWH[W7KLVµLQWHUQDOFDXVHK\SRWKHVLV¶W\SHRI
motivation (Skehan, 1989) concerns the motivation within an individual that is external 
to the learning context. Students were asked about their goals for writing and responded 
in similar ways. All were categorical about the importance of writing. 
6³LW¶VYHU\LPSRUWDQW$WVFKRROZHGLGGHVFULSWLYHDQGDUJXPHQWDWLYHHVVD\V«
OHJDOZULWLQJLVYHU\GLIIHUHQW«LW¶VLPSRUWDQWWRGHYHORSWKLVVW\OHDQGGLIILFXOWWR
use new legal terms  
6³RIFRXUVHLW¶VLPSRUWDQW,PSRUWDQWIRUFDUHHU«WROLYHXS to expectations. 
Grades are important too. Better writing gets better grades. Writing is about 
JHWWLQJEHWWHURYHUWKH\HDUV,I\RXFDQ\RXVKRXOG´ 
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6³YHU\LPSRUWDQW:KDWZH¶UHJRLQJWREHGRLQJLQWKHQH[W\HDUVDQGWKHUHVW
RIRXUOLIH´ 
Students therefore appeared to be strongly motivated to improve their writing because of 
a future legal career, although both student 4 and student 6 allude to shorter-term goals of 
doing well at study. Student 8 clearly sees both as important goals but places more 
emphasis on the career goal: 
6³'HILQLWHO\LPSRUWDQW± in law always have to write. Always useful if I can 
present myself clearly. Also when I become a lawyer need to present myself. 
3DUWO\IRUVWXG\EXWPRVWO\IRUIXWXUHZRUN´ 
All students saw the importance of improving their writing. As first year law students, 
they were able to see that when they became lawyers there would be a need for high 
levels of English writing.  
  
Despite very clear motivation to improve their writing for their career, when it came to 
articulating more precise goals for what students wanted to improve in their writing, 
students were less clear in their answers. Students verbalized their goals in various ways: 
S2 ³,ZDQWWREHDEOHWRZULWHDSLHFHRIZULWLQJZLWKRXWPLVWDNHV´ 
S4 ³,ZDQWWRZULWHPRUHFRQFLVHO\DQGVSHQGOHVVWLPHWKLQNLQJDERXWFRQWHQW´ 
6³,ZDQWWREHJRRGHQRXJKWREHXQGHUVWRRG´ 
6³,ZDQWWREHDEOHWRH[SUHVVZKDW,WKLQN«WKDW¶VHQRXJK,WKLQN´ 
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6¶VUHVSRQVHPLJKWVHHPW\SLFDORIPDQ\/UHVSRQGHQWVDV/2 learners frequently 
worry about their accuracy  (Ferris, 2006; Leki, 2006). This response seemed the clearest 
goal. Very few students interviewed could articulate precisely what they needed to 
improve. Student 5, for example, when asked about writing goals stated: 
 6³,¶YHQHYHUWKRXJKWDERXWZULWLQJVSHFLILFDOO\´ 
One student who was more specific was student one who commented: 
6³,KRSHWRZULWHDEHWWHUSUREOHPTXHVWLRQDQVZHUE\WKHHQGRIWKHVHPHVWHU
year 2 not so much tLPHWRIRFXVRQZULWLQJ´ 
Although student 1 had a more concrete goal for writing, it was both rather short-term in 
nature, and at the same time quite vague about specifically what to improve. It appears 
difficult to separate a career goal where writing is very important, from specific writing 
goals that students have in order to reach their career goal.  
 
4.3.2 Negative perceptions of the instructional context   
There appeared to be evidence from the interviews about the perceived importance of 
writing in the LRW course and legal study more generally that would likely impact on 
student motivation. Evidence from the interview suggested that writing was more 
important to students than it appeared to be for the faculty as a whole. When asked if the 
writing goals were personal ones or ones that seemed to be shaped by the faculty, S4 
commented: 
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6³WKHJRDOVDUHPXFKPRUHRQP\VLGH«WKHODZIDFXOW\DVVXPHODQJXDJHLV
QRWUHDOO\DSUREOHP´ 
For this student at least, writing in the faculty appeared to be conceived of as avoiding 
error and focusing on content. These comments were further supported by other students: 
6³WKH\DUHPRVWO\SHUVRQDOJRDOVDVWKHUHLVQRWPXFKIRFXVRQZULWLQJVNLOO± 
only one course in yr 1 (English enhancement) (so) after yr 1 you need to do it 
independently ± find some books. Some law course tutors can help students 
improve their writing. More practice is better.  
6³LW¶VPRUHDSHUVRQDOJRDO:DQWWRLPSURYHP\RZQZULWLQJ1RWUHDOO\DQ\
need for writing in the LLB programme. No pressure from the LLB program to 
improve language. 
6³3UREDEO\WKHIRFXVRQZULWLQJVNLOOVLVQRWWKDWELJ«WKH\DUHQRWFRQFHUQHG
LI\RXDUHDJRRGZULWHURUQRW´ 
6³ZHGRQ¶WZULWHHQRXJK«ODZJHQHUDOO\´ 
These findings seem particularly surprising as a core goal of the LRW course is supposed 
to be to help students improve their writing. Yet students appeared to report that writing 
was not really something the faculty was concerned about. The perception that writing 
was not that important in LRW was widespread among this group of students, with most 
students stating that their goals for improving writing were personal rather than shaped 
by LRW or legal study. Interestingly, students did not seem to think LRW was really a 
course where writing was focused on esSHFLDOO\0RVWVWXGHQWVUHIHUUHGWR³SURIHVVLRQDO
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VNLOOV´DQG³VNLOOVIRUUHVHDUFKLQJ´ZKHQGLVFXVVLQJWKHFRXUVH$OWKRXJKDQDLPRIWKH
course is to help develop student writing, it is difficult to know if writing is really as 
important as the researching and professional skills.  
 
Student beliefs that writing did not matter came from two sources; the feedback and the 
programme as a whole. Firstly, as outlined in the first section of this chapter, student 
feedback appeared to mostly focus on legal issues, or structural and organizational issues 
which were specific to a particular kind of writing (legal memoranda). Secondly, writing 
development appeared to be put to one side due to institutional factors such as the 
number of credits given for a course.  
 
More than one student commented that the credits for LRW were low (6 credits each), 
whereas substantive courses were worth 12 credits each, meaning many more credits for 
substantive courses each year. Students commented: 
6³8QGHUWLPHSUHVVXUHWKHQZULWLQJdevelopment gets put to one side. Not 
SUDFWLFDOWRLPSURYHODQJXDJH´ 
6³QRWZRUWKVSHQGLQJVRPXFKWLPHIRUVRIHZFUHGLWV´³YHU\WUXHWKDWZULWLQJ
development gets pushed to one side due to credits. Something counts for nothing 
- SXWLQOHVVWLPH´ 
Although students are required to do some writing in these courses, they clearly felt that 
they would not be heavily penalized for poor language or writing. Many of the courses 
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have end of term exams where students are required to answer 4 essay-type questions in 3 
hours. Although in such exams students are expected to write a great deal, the time factor 
limits the degree to which students can be assessed on the quality of their language or 
writing.  
 
Although this study was not able to look into tutor beliefs directly, from the student 
interviews it would seem that there is some mismatch between tutor and student beliefs 
about legal writing. From the feedback students were receiving, and the credits for the 
writing course on offer, there was a feeling that writing was not of great importance 
within the law curriculum. Students, on the other hand, felt that writing was going to be 
important to them in their careers and they were keen to improve. Tutors would likely be 
dismayed to hear that students felt writing unimportant in their degree programme.  
 
4.3.3 Negative perceptions of the usefulness of feedback  
When students were asked about the usefulness of the feedback they received in the LRW 
course, and whether they felt the feedback helped them improve as writers, none of the 
students were positive. Students felt that feedback given on content was not so useful for 
developing legal writing because the next legal memorandum they wrote would have 
different legal content. Results here appear to accord with earlier studies such as Leki, 
(2006) where no students expressed a desire for more content feedback. Student 1 was 
quite typical and felt that none of the feedback was helpful: 
 6³SUHWW\XVHOHVV«WDONHGDERXWKRZFRQWHQWFRXOGEHH[SDQGHG´ 
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Other students found some aspects of the feedback more useful than others: 
6³ZKHQLW¶VDEout grammar usage or legal phrase appropriately (sic) I will bear 
LQPLQGWKHPLVWDNHDQGXVHLWQH[WWLPH´ 
6³VWUXFWXULQJDQGRUJDQL]DWLRQLW¶VXVHIXO'LG,ZULWHLWLQDFRUUHFWWRQHLV
XVHIXO´ 
There were not many replies from students that identified areas of feedback that they 
learnt from. The most common finding was that students seemed to find feedback on 
structuring a legal memorandum most useful.  
6³«QRWZULWLQJVNLOOVEXWKRZWRZULWHDOHJDOPHPRUDQGXP± professional 
VNLOOV´ 
6³LWLPSURYHV structure and content of memos but not language or style.  
The comments above appeared to show there was little belief among these students that 
feedback was helping their writing skills. Student 2 also shared the same view: 
6³IHHGEDFNLVQRWXVHIXOLn improving writing skill. We get examples but only 
follow format of example ± Only learn one format, better would be to help us 
GHYHORSRXURZQVW\OH´ 
So although some students did find some use from the feedback for improving a 
memorandum, none seemed to feel that their writing would improve with the feedback 
they were being given. Some of the likely reasons for this were given in the first section 
of this chapter. The evidence here suggests students had a very negative attitude towards 
the feedback which would very likely impact on what students did with it when they 
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received it. When students were probed about the use they made of the feedback, very 
few students could respond with anything that would suggest a deep level of noticing. S3 
for example said: 
 6³WKHIHHGEDFNLVQRWWKDWXVHIXOEHFDXVHFDVHVDUHTXLWHGLIIHUHQW´ 
The implication of this comment appears to be that as the feedback is specific to a 
particular case, there would be little point in doing anything specific with it. When asked 
the saPHTXHVWLRQ6MXVWUHVSRQGHGWKDWWKH\³WU\WRDGRSWWKHVXJJHVWLRQV´The only 
student who responded to the question of what they do with feedback with a strategy 
reported that they reread their previous homework before submitting new work.  
 
When students were asked whether or not they always adopt teacher written comments 
students were very clear: 
6³QR,QHYHULJQRUHIHHGEDFNZDQWWRLPSURYHP\ZULWLQJIHHGEDFNLV
YDOXDEOH« 
6³,DOZD\VLQFRUSRUDWHZKDWVKHVD\VDOZD\VFDQDSSO\WRWKHQH[WPHPR´  
The reasons the feedback was always incorporated were explained by student 4: 
 6³1RFKRLFHWXWRUZLOOPDUNLWVRDOZD\VLQFRUSRUDWHLW´ 
This perhaps suggests a motivational source in the marks and grades given to work, 
rather than a motivation for leaUQLQJ¶VVDNH 
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The attitudes to the feedback situation are complex. On the one hand students report that 
feedback is valuable and they always try and incorporate what the teacher writes, but in 
this context all the students generally felt the feedback was unhelpful and could not help 
improve their writing. It is difficult to know why this might be the case. The 
contradiction might be evidence that students found feedback useful in achieving grades 
only (see section 4.3.5). It seems the overwhelmingly negative attitudes to the feedback 
in this case were a major factor in students not learning more deeply from the feedback.   
 
4.3.4 Negative perceptions of success  
Another possible impact on motivation is the perception of success or failure in a setting. 
The main premise behind this determinant of motivation is that learners who feel they are 
likely to succeed are more motivated than students who expect to fail, and those students 
who believe they have control over their learning are more likely to feel motivated than 
WKRVHZKRGRQRW,QWKLVFDWHJRU\VWXGHQWV¶H[SHFWDWLRQVRIVXFFHVVLQOHJDOZULWLQJZHUH
investigated as well as the degree to which students felt they had control over their 
learning. 
 
Much of what students commented on revolved around success stemming from doing 
everything their tutor instructed. In the interviews students were asked what they thought 
of the feedback they were receiving and to what extent it helped them develop their 
writing. They were also asked to what extent they worked with peers and whether they 
ever ignored teacher comments on their work.  
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When students were asked whether they could use feedback to independently improve 
their writing, they reported a lack of success. However, as the concept of autonomy may 
not have been well understood by the students, this was a very difficult question to ask in 
a semi-structured interview. I phrased the question slightly differently if students were 
QRWFOHDUZLWKWKHRULJLQDOTXHVWLRQZKLFKZDV³LQZKDWZD\VGR\RXIHHOWKHIHHGEDFN
given tR\RXDOORZV\RXWREHFRPHDPRUHDXWRQRPRXVZULWHU"´7KHUHSKUDVHGTXHVWLRQ
ZDV³Are you able to improve your writing skills independently based on tutor 
IHHGEDFN"´'HVSLWHWKHGLIIHUHQFHVLQPHDQLQJEHWZHHQDXWRQRPRXVDQGLQGHSHQGHQW
students still seemed able to answer the question appropriately. Most students agreed that 
it was very difficult to become more autonomous just from the feedback they received. 
S2 said 
6³$XWRQRPRXVVLFLVDJRRGJRDO«EXWWKHWXWRUFDQ¶WGRPXFK'LIIHUHQW
tutors focus oQGLIIHUHQWWKLQJV´ 
The implication appears to be that this student can see that autonomy is a vital part of 
improving writing, but does not think it is achievable. S1 also agreed that the feedback 
they were getting could not help them become more autonomous, although did feel they 
could learn something about organization and structure by looking at a model answer 
given on the LRW website. S6 felt he was able to improve his writing through his reading 
RQVXEVWDQWLYHODZFRXUVHV+HIHOWKHZDVDEOHWR³SLFN XS´WKHOHJDOWHUPVIURPFDVHV
although whether he could pick up anything else was not mentioned. Other students 
mentioned: 
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6³WKHFRPPHQWV,JHWLQ/5:,FDQDSSO\LQ/5:,¶POHDUQLQJDVSHFLILFVNLOO
on writing a legal memorandum. Not improving writiQJ´ 
6³VWLOOQHHGDORWRIWXWRUIHHGEDFNDQGKHOS1RWVXUHLIZULWLQJLVJHWWLQJEHWWHU
6RPHWLPHV,¶PDWDORVVDV,GRQ¶WNQRZZKDWLVJRRGWRZULWH´ 
Students appeared to be able to perceive a lack of success in their writing development. 
The fact that students could not articulate concrete goals for improving their writing 
appears to be further evidence that students did not know what successful legal writing 
was (see earlier section 4.3.1).    
 
Students generally adopted all the feedback their tutor gave them. Earlier comments 
suggested that students generally have little control: 
 S6: I always incorporate what she (my tutor) says 
One student mentions his own initiative and comments that if he has no initiative then he 
will not be able to improve. He commented that: 
6³WKH//%FXUULFXOXPJLYHV\RXORWVRIWKLQJVWRZULWHDQGORWVRIRSSRUWXQLWLHV
WRZULWH´ 
This student appears to have a high locus of control and feels that if he puts the work in 
and uses the opportunities that the faculty provides, then he will be able to improve. This 
compares noticeably with student six who feels: 
6³ZHVKRXOGEHVKRZQEHWWHUZULWLQJVDPSOHV´ 
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6³7KHVWXGHQWVDPSOHVWKDWDUHXSORDGHGDUHQRWWKDWJRRG´ 
6³ZHGRQ¶WZULWHHQRXJKLQODZJHQHUDOO\´ 
For this student (who was more typical than student 8 who appeared very optimistic) 
there was a feeling that there were many factors beyond his control in setting about trying 
to improve his writing.  
 
2YHUDOOWKHUHZDVQRWPXFKHYLGHQFHRIVWXGHQWV¶IHHOLQJVDERXWtheir locus of control. 
Student 2 seemed to sum up the majority of opinions  
 6³LWLVGLIILFXOWEHFDXVH,QHHGVRPHRQHWRORRNDWP\ZRUN´ 
Such a response appeared to indicate that for this student, improving writing would be 
impossible if a teacher was not on hand to look at their work.  
 
4.3.5 Impact of grades 
6WXGHQW¶VPHQWLRQRIJUDGHVVHHPHGWRSRLQWWRDGLIIHUHQWVRXUFHRIPRWLYDWLRQ± 
outside the individual. Skehan (1989) refers to this hypothesis of motivation as the carrot 
and stick hypothesis, where rewards given in the form of grades is the source of 
motivation for the student. This student was not the only one to have brought up the 
importance of grades. In fact several students cited having feedback that was exam-
focused as highly desirable. Other students commented:  
6³IHHGEDFNKHOSVPDUNVLPSURYHEXWQRWZULWLQJ´ 
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6³WXWRUVDGGWKLQJVVRWKHVWXGHQWVNQRZWRLQFOXGHLWQH[WWLPH´ 
6³WKHIHHGEDFNKHOSHGZLWKP\ILQDOH[DP´ 
6³JRRGWKDWWKHIHHGEDFNLVH[DP-RULHQWHG7HOOV\RXKRZWRJHWWKHSRLQWV´ 
6WXGHQW¶VLVDQLQWHUHVWLQJFRPPHQW+HVHHPVWREHVD\LQJWKDWIHHGEDFNFRXOGEH
adopted that would increase a final mark but that this same feedback was unlikely to 
improve his writing.   
 
4.4 Summary of student perceptions 
Students were probed on their perceptions of the feedback and their attitudes to 
improving their writing. Factors have been highlighted that would very likely impact on 
student motivation and subsequent noticing of feedback. There appear to be three major 
factors in this context. Firstly, students do not perceive that the feedback they receive is 
useful for improving their writing. Secondly, students seem to have a low level locus of 
control. Thirdly, students were able to perceive messages about the lack of importance of 
writing from a number of sources. These sources included the feedback itself, the chosen 
exemplars for students to consult, and the faculty in the form of a lack of credits for 
writing, and little focus on writing in other law courses. 
 
4.5 Conclusion 
The two sections of the chapter taken together have illuminated aspects of this learning 
context. The exploratory nature of the study allowed the researcher to probe both 
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contextual and psychological aspects of feedback. The first part of the chapter outlined 
the feedback practices in this context and suggested in what ways these practices might 
not be conducive to deep attention to feedback. The second part of the chapter 
investigated student attitudes to feedback, student goals and perceptions of their writing 
success. The semi-structured interview responses uncovered a complex picture of what 
might be impacting on student attHQWLRQWRWKHJLYHQIHHGEDFN'HVSLWHVWXGHQWV¶VWURQJ
goals for writing improvement, other factors in the learning environment seemed to work 
DJDLQVWVWXGHQWV¶GHHSQRWLFLQJRIIHHGEDFN 
 
The biggest factor appeared to be the implicit messages that students received from the 
feedback, the course and the faculty as a whole about the lack of importance of writing. 
7KLVPHVVDJHDORQJZLWKVWXGHQWV¶QHJDWLYHSHUFHSWLRQVRIWKHXVHIXOQHVVRIWKHIHHGEDFN
in helping them improve their writing, appeared to override the strong extrinsic 
motivation that students brought to the learning context. Finally, students seemed to have 
little motivation stemming from their perceived levels of success with legal writing. 
Although evidence here is small, there is a suggestion that the learning context worked 
against students feeling successful in their learning. Students were not able to engage in 
dialogue with peers or the teachers about writing from their own assignments or when 
comparing their work to exemplars. Rather, their work appeared to be judged and 
VKRUWFRPLQJVH[SRVHGZKLFKPD\KDYHOHGWRVWXGHQWV¶ODFNRIFRQILGHQFHLQWKHLU
abilities. In addition the feedback itself did not appear to be helpful in persuading 
students that they were able to begin improving their writing autonomously.   
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$FRPSOH[SLFWXUHHPHUJHVDVWRKRZWKHVHIDFWRUVPLJKWEHKLQGHULQJVWXGHQWV¶QRWLFLQJ
of feedback. Fig. 4.3 is an attempt to highlight where these factors might fit into a socio-
cognitive framework that was introduced in the literature review (see section 2.4.4).   
 
The model has included the factors that this study found to be impacting student noticing 
of feedback in this context. These factors are shown in the boxes under the learning 
environment and student psychological factors. There appeared to be factors in the 
learning environment that are likely to impact noticing directly. If feedback is unclear, 
non-existent, or not focused on aspects that can help students improve their writing, then 
there is little for students to notice. Similarly, if feedback is given after a piece of writing 
is complete, there are unlikely to be opportunities to negotiate meaning with teachers or 
peers. Other studies have shown that feedback that comes after work is complete is 
unlikely to be noticed (E.g. Ferris, 1995), a finding that this study seemed to confirm. 
Lastly, the learning environment seemed to lack opportunities to develop meta-cognitive 
skills, a factor shown to be important in interpreting and using feedback (E.g. Sadler 
1989). If the learning environment does not offer opportunities for students to develop in 
the future, then feedback may go unnoticed, or may be adopted half-heartedly without 
being fully understood.    
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Fig 4.2 Factors that impact noticing of feedback 
 
The two-way arrow between the learning environment and student noticing indicates a 
symbiotic relationship. If students are not noticing or understanding feedback, it is likely 
to affect the learning environment directly. Students may, for example, not appear to be 
learning from the feedback, which might make teachers doubt the effectiveness of their 
feedback and lead them to give less.  
 
The one-way arrow between student psychological characteristics and noticing indicates 
a seemingly straight-forward relationship. Students can, for example, bring motivation to 
Psychological factors that appear to 
interact with the learning 
environment to influence student 
noticing of feedback 
Student perceptions of feedback as not 
useful for improving their writing 
Low locus of control ± Students do not 
feel they have what they need to 
improve their writing from feedback 
and writing instruction    
Students perceived messages about the 
lack of importance of writing from the 
feedback, exemplars, teachers, course, 
and faculty which appeared to affect 
student motivation especially student 
goals.   
Factors in the institutional 
context that impact the ability 
of students to learn from 
feedback 
The quality of feedback  
Opportunities to negotiate 
meaning 
Opportunities to develop meta-
cognitive skills and self-
assessing abilities 
Learning 
environment 
(including feedback) 
Student 
Psychological factors 
(motivation + 
attitudes) 
Noticing and uptake 
of feedback 
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the learning setting which will aid noticing. Students in this context appeared to be highly 
motivated to improve their writing, which normally one would expect would have a 
positive effect oQVWXGHQWV¶XVHRIIHHGEDFN7KLVVWXG\LQGLFDWHGWKDWWKHUHZDVOLWWOH
evidence of this, and that motivation appeared to be affected by aspects in the learning 
context, which likely affected what feedback was attended to.  
 
The two-way arrow between the learning context and student psychological 
characteristics demonstrates the rather complex nature of their interaction. It is difficult to 
see any causal relationship between factors, however. For example, the student 
perceptions of feedback as not being useful for improving writing might be caused by 
SRRUIHHGEDFNLQWKLVFRQWH[WRUE\RWKHUIDFWRUVVXFKDVVWXGHQWV¶ORZOHYHOVRIFRQWURO
over their learning. It does appear, however, that in the vast majority of cases that the 
learning context had a direct impact on motivation. Because students were not 
intrinsically motivated, extrinsic motivation appeared not to be significant in encouraging 
students to notice the feedback.  
 
It is difficult to see the nature of the interaction with regards to the issue of the locus of 
control. If students do not feel their needs are being met with regard to improving their 
writing, this could be a result of faults in the learning environment. It could also be that 
these issues are a result of individual differences between the students. Some students 
seemed able to identify that there were many opportunities to write in law, and it was 
their own problem that they were not making the most of these opportunities.    
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Overall, there were a number of factors identified that seemed to have an effect on how 
well students were likely to notice and understand feedback. The learning context 
appeared to be a significant barrier to student motivation for writing. Although individual 
differences were present, improvements to the learning context would be likely to have 
an impact on student motivation and also allow students to better notice feedback. 
Possible directions for improvements are taken up in the final chapter.         
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5 Conclusion 
This study has taken an exploratory approach to investigating student perceptions of 
usefulness of feedback within a legal writing context. The study has revealed a complex 
interplay of factors which appear to influence how students use feedback. This 
conclusion will suggest how, in light of the findings from this study and the literature that 
has been reviewed, writing instruction and the learning context can be enhanced in order 
to better meet student needs for feedback.    
 
The first section suggests what the course director and teachers of LRW might do to 
enhance feedback in this context. The second section tentatively suggests a possible role 
for an EAP unit supporting a programme which has an explicit writing focus. The chapter 
closes by acknowledging the limitations of this study, and proposing future research that 
could be carried out on feedback in the context of tertiary writing.   
 
5.1 Suggestions for enhancing student noticing of feedback in LRW   
Drawing on the findings of this study, there are several suggestions that the law faculty 
might consider adopting to help enhance both the feedback and student engagement with 
feedback. Many of these suggestions allow students to play a more central role in the 
feedback process. Other suggestions point to changes at both the course level as well as 
the programme level.  
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5.1.1 Clarify the role of writing within the LRW course 
The first suggestion is to make sure that all teachers know the specific role of the course. 
The evidence from the results section suggested that even though all teachers knew the 
course was called Legal Research and Writing, they had different beliefs about whether 
writing should be an explicit focus. Some teachers were law faculty members while 
others were practitioners.  This difference may have led to different teachers, among 
other things, questioning whether exemplars were well written or not. The fact that 
writing did not appear important for some teachers may have led to a lack of credibility 
of other students on the remaining teachers. In other words, students did not really trust 
that writing was that important, especially as they seemed to perceive that it was not for 
the LRW director.  
 
The purpose of the course could also be more explicitly stated to students so that they 
know that writing is a focus. With the move to outcomes-based assessment at this 
particular university, it should be possible to clarify the purpose in an outcomes 
statement. Up to now, this kind of statement does not appear to have existed. If students 
see explicit specification of writing in the outcomes statement and can feel all the 
teachers dealing with writing in a similar way during the course, they are likely to feel 
that writing is valued.  
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5.1.2 More effectively promulgate best practice 
Evidence in the results section suggested that although students did not see feedback in 
this context as useful, there were some feedback practices that students benefited from. It 
is likely that some of the teachers may not have had much experience of giving feedback, 
particularly those teachers who were legal practitioners. This may have been a cause of 
the variability that was evidenced in the results section. These practitioners likely had 
only their own teachers as guides in giving feedback. That is to say, the legal 
practitioners may have simply adopted whatever style of feedback giving, their own 
teachers used on them when they were students. Hounsell, McCune, Hounsell and Litjens 
(2008) recommend teachers try to share their DFFXPXODWHGµZLVGRPRISUDFWLFH¶.  
 
5.1.3 Give feedback earlier  
The final improvement that teachers in this context can make is to give feedback earlier. 
The results indicated that some students did mention that feedback arrived too late. 
Students did not specifically mention not receiving feedback on their work while it was 
still in production. Evidence from the literature review suggested that students in general 
are more attentive to feedback in progress and so giving them feedback before they 
submit any final piece of work is likely to be beneficial.  
 
Some teachers might complain that commenting on drafts and then on final versions 
would significantly add to workload. This need not necessarily be the case ± teachers 
could tell students that comments would be given prior to submission and not after. 
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Teachers could also give the whole class a generalized set of feedback on the final draft 
having given more individualized feedback on an earlier draft. Students seemed less 
concerned about the correct law content in this context than did the teachers.   
 
5.1.4 Discuss exemplars and criteria in the class 
The previous three sections deal with what can be improved about the quality of the 
feedback given to students. It might be equally important, as the findings of this study 
seem to indicate, to find ways for students to become more engaged with the feedback 
they receive and find ways of helping themselves and each other in improving drafts. 
There is, in other words, a need WRGHYHORSVWXGHQWV¶FDSDFLW\WRHQJDJHZLWKDQGOHDUQ
from feedback.  
 
In this context, this could be done in several ways. The first way is helping students come 
to hold a concept of quality roughly similar to that held by a teacher (Sadler, 1989). 
Exemplars and criteria can be used to recognize and judge work of varying standards. 
Although exemplars were used in the LRW context, the use of them could be enhanced in 
this setting by: 
x Allowing students to discuss the exemplars in class (or even online) with each 
other 
x Ensuring that there are some exemplars of high quality writing so students get a 
sense of what good quality legal writing looks like 
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x Allowing students to grade the exemplars using marking criteria, so they get a 
sense of how they will be judged on their writing 
x Using the exemplars before students submit final versions of work 
x Small group discussions of exemplars or of the feedback on their own essays 
during class time 
 
5.1.5 Make use of collaborative assignments  
Another finding in the results section was that collaboration appeared to be actively 
discouraged. Every cycle of writing in LRW appeared to follow a similar pattern ± 
namely that a lecture or tutorial would introduce an issue in law and then students would 
write a memo advising a client on the point that had been taught. A collaborative 
assignment would be an assignment which would allow students to work together to draft 
an answer. This would result in fewer pieces of writing for the instructor to mark, but 
more importantly, would offer a chance for students to collaborate and discuss how the 
memo should be best written. The final pieces of writing could still be open to display 
between students by using the versions as exemplars. Such a practice would however 
require a softening of the law stance that collaborating is cheating.  
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5.1.6 Utilize peer feedback 
A point relating to collaborative assignments is the more systematic use of peer feedback. 
This appeared to be under-utilized in the LRW context. Peer feedback could be used in a 
variety of ways.  
x 6WXGHQWVFRXOGEHHQFRXUDJHGWRUHDGDQGFRPPHQWRQHDFKRWKHUV¶ZRUNbefore 
teachers mark the work. 
x Students can work together to try and interpret teacher written feedback. This 
would take place after teachers had commented.   
x Students can be asked to generate their own grading criteria for an unfamiliar 
assignment.  
The final example encourages students to develop their awareness of features of quality 
in a piece of work (Sadler, 2009). Students, IRUH[DPSOHZRXOGWU\DQGµPDUN¶DIHZ
examples of student work, and would try and decide which were the best quality and 
decide why. The process of deciding the criteria forces students to develop evaluative and 
meta-cognitive skills.   
 
5.1.7 Summary of suggestions 
The suggestions outlined above could all be implemented without the need for extra 
feedback being given by teachers. The focus would be on more formative feedback and 
on helping students engage with and make the most of their feedback learning 
opportunities. There is likely to be extra work to begin with while teachers decide the real 
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role of writing within the LRW programme, and while they share best practice about 
feedback but after that there should be no need for extra effort. It is conceivable that 
some of the above suggestions may actually reduce workload, as students begin to take 
more responsibility for their writing.  
 
5.2 A role for EAP 
One motivating factor for students in this particular learning context is likely to be that 
feedback is given to students by legal practitioners. These are professionals who know 
what good legal writing looks like and are likely to be best-placed to offer students 
feedback about what a legal community judges as acceptable. What kind of role an EAP 
unit might play would depend to a large extent on how capable and sufficiently motivated 
LRW teachers were in aiding students with their writing. Whatever role an EAP unit 
plays, they should not aim to duplicate any existing work, but rather find a way to better 
support the work of improving student writing in LRW.      
 
$VVXPLQJ/5:WHDFKHUVDUHZLOOLQJWRKHOSVWXGHQWVZLWKWKHLUZULWLQJ($3¶VVXSSRUW
role might best be either supporting LRW teachers, supporting student collaborative 
efforts to improve writing, or both. An EAP unit might be able to offer assistance by 
helping law faculty devise suitable writing criteria. It could also help by offering advice 
on giving feedback to students. A familiarization workshop could be run to help LRW 
teachers learn to give better feedback.   
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A more likely scenario would be the EAP unit helping train students directly. This would 
unlikely constitute a course. A more time-efficient intervention might be workshop 
WUDLQLQJLQRUGHUWRKHOSVWXGHQWVSHHUUHVSRQGWRHDFKRWKHU¶VZULWLQJ. A finding from this 
study was that students wanted more help with the accuracy of their writing. EAP 
WHDFKHUVFRXOGDVVLVWVWXGHQWVE\WUDLQLQJWKHPWREHWWHUSHHUHGLWHDFKRWKHUV¶ZRUN:LWK
LRW teachers unlikely to be able to offer much help beyond just error correction, 
students can provide each other with support. Students could also be taught to consult a 
concordancer when peer response attempts are unsuccessful.  
 
5.3 Limitations of the present study 
The above two sections tentatively suggest actions that the Law Faculty might take to 
improve the learning context in order to help students with their writing, and also 
suggests what role an EAP unit might play. These suggestions have been necessarily 
tentative, largely because of limitations to this particular study. The prime limitation is 
the size and scope of the study. In order to more fully study the context and make more 
concrete recommendations, a more comprehensive study would be necessary.   
 
The nature of feedback in this study could only be inferred through student responses to 
semi-structured interviews. This means to some degree the research relies on student 
responses to illuminate what the feedback looks like and how useful it is. There could be 
a difference between what students receive and what they think they receive, although 
this study has attempted to limit this effect to some degree by focusing only on what 
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students felt the feedback focused on and how it was given. Asking anything more 
complex may have been harmful to the validity of the study. A more detailed content 
analysis of the actual feedback students had received might have allowed a focus on 
interpersonal aspects of response such as whether or not the teacher was using feedback 
to praise, criticize or make suggestions for improvement.   
 
Another limitation of this study was that it was only able to look into student perceptions 
DQGQRWWHDFKHUV¶SHUFHSWLRQVRIIHHGEDFN. In other words, there were no teacher voices in 
WKHUHVHDUFK7HDFKHUV¶SHUFHSWLRQVZRXOGLOOXPLQDWHWKHVWXG\ further, particularly with 
regard to what feedback they felt they were giving and what they felt that focused on. 
7KHVWXG\FDQRQO\LQIHUZKDWWHDFKHUV¶LQWHQWLRQVZHUHIRUWKHIHHGEDFNDQGZKDWWKH\
felt students should be able to do with it. Comparing student and teacher perceptions 
would be enlightening in this context (see section 5.4 on future research).  
 
A final limitation was that the study was cross-sectional and not longitudinal. This means 
that the research design was unable to investigate how student motivation might be 
affected over time, and under what influences. Such a study might better hint at causality, 
that is, what factors in the context were having an impact on motivation and what factors 
might have been the result of motivation.    
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Despite these limitations, this study has still been able to demonstrate that student 
perceptions are a major factor in their not making good use of feedback. It has further 
demonstrated how these perceptions might reflect elements in the learning context.  
 
5.4 Future research 
The socio-cognitive model adopted in this study could be the source of future research 
into feedback contexts. What this study was not able to show, for example, was how 
PXFKRIWKHIHHGEDFNVWXGHQWVDUHDEOHWRµQRWLFH¶=KDR¶VHarlier study used 
think-aloud protocols in order to gauge the levels of understanding of feedback. Further 
research could do more to show the relationship of the learning context and student 
psychological factors to student cognition of feedback.   
 
A broader study combining a feedback analysis and teacher voices would also yield rich 
data. Such a study might be able to tell us in more detail how teachers respond to 
students, the role they feel they are playing, and what effect this has on what students do 
with feedback. This kind of study might be able to offer suggestions for practice. It is to 
be hoped that future studies into feedback fully take into account the role of the learning 
context, and individual learners, when researching the effectiveness of feedback on 
writing. 
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6 Appendices  
 
Appendix I 
Questions for semi-structured interviews with Students 
How feedback is given 
1. What aspects of your writing does the tutor normally give feedback on?  (Legal 
issues?, organization and structure?, language issues?) 
2. What methods did your tutor use to give you feedback on your performance? 
(written comments after your work, corrections on the work, conferencing) 
3. Did the tutor give a grade for your work? If so, how easy was it to interpret what 
the grade really meant in terms of your performance? 
 
The usefulness of feedback 
1. In what ways did you find the feedback given to you useful?  
2. Does the feedback you receive allow you to improve your writing skills? Why? 
How? Why not?  
3. Have you ever sought help from peers in addition to what you find out from your 
tutors? Why/why not? 
4. In what ways do you feel the feedback given to you allows you to become a more 
autonomous writer? (are you able to improve your writing skills independently 
105 
 
based on tutor feedback?) (example ways: avoidance of language error, better 
analysis of legal issues) 
 
The use to which feedback is put 
1. How does the feedback you are given influence your subsequent writing?  
2. Do you ever ignore written comments on your work? Why/why not? 
Writing goals/beliefs 
1. How important is it to improve your legal writing? Why? 
2. What are your goals in legal writing and writing more generally? 
3. :KDWGR\RXIHHO\RXUWXWRU¶VJRDOVDUHIRU\RXLQOHJDOZULWLQJ" 
4. To what extent are your goals your own and to what extent are they shaped by 
requirements of the LLB programme? (what need is there to specifically improve 
your legal writing?) 
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Appendix II 
I = interviewer 
S5 = Student 5 
I: :HOOWKDQNVIRUWDNLQJSDUWLQWKLVLQWHUYLHZ«,¶PMXVWJRLQJWRDVN\RXDIHZ
TXHVWLRQVDERXW\RXU«WKHIHHGEDFN\RX¶YHEHHQJHWWLQJIURP\RXU/5:VSHFLILFDOO\«
EXW\RXFDQPHQWLRQDOVRRWKHUIHHGEDFN«LQ\RXUODZSURJUDPPHPRUHJHQHUDOO\«
HUU«,¶PMXVWJRLQJWRVWDUWE\DVNLQJDIHZTXHVWLRQVDERXWKRZWKHIHHGEDFNLV
QRUPDOO\JLYHQWR\RX«ZKDWVRUWRIPHWKRGVGRHV\RXUWXWRUXVXDOO\XVHWRJLYH\RXWKH
feedback?  
S5: ZHOO«WKLVVHPHVWHU,RQO\JRWEDFNRQHRIP\/5:KRPHZRUNV«DQGEDVLFDOO\
VKHMXVWXVHGZRUGWRSXWLQFRPPHQWVEDVLFDOO\«RQWKHVLGH«DQG«ODVWVHPHVWHU
P\WXWRUMXVWSULQWHGRXWP\ZRUNDQGKHDOVRZURWHQRWHV«DQGKHGHILQLWHO\JDYHPany 
PRUHFRPPHQWVWKDQP\SUHVHQWWXWRU« 
I: So do you have any preference for how the feedback is given to you? I mean do you 
prefer it hand-ZULWWHQRQ\RXUKDUGFRS\RU«\RXMXVWSUHIHULWHOHFWURQLFDOO\VRIWFRS\" 
S5: :HOO«HOHFWURQLFLVQHZIRUPHEXW ,GRQ¶WPLQGLW«,PHDQ,¶PVWLOOPRUHIDPLOLDU
PRUHFRPIRUWDEOHZLWKWKHZULWWHQRQH,JXHVV« 
I: Ok, and is there any other way the tutor gives you feedback, I mean any oral feedback, 
or oral conferencing, or anything like that? 
S5: XPP«P\«,XVHGWRDsk questions to my previous tutor about his comments like, 
LI,GLGQ¶WXQGHUVWDQGZKDWKHZDQWHGPHWRGR«DQGWKHQKHZRXOGOLNHJLYHPHEDFN
RUDOIHHGEDFN« 
I: 6RXVXDOO\LWGRHVQ¶WKDSSHQLQWKHWXWRULDO\RXJHWDQ\VSHFLILFIHHGEDFNXQOHVV\RX
ask somebody for it? 
S5: 8PP«QRKH¶OOVRPHWLPHVMXVWVWDUWWDONLQJDERXWDOORIRXUZRUNLQJHQHUDO«DQG
WKHQDIWHUWKDWKH¶OODVNLIWKHUH¶VDQ\PRUHVSHFLILFTXHVWLRQVDERXWWKHFRPPHQWVKH¶V
JLYHQXV«DQGWKHQZH¶OOKDYHWRDVN« 
I: 2N«XPP«DQGZKDWVRUWRIDVpects of your writing does your tutor normally focus 
on?... or give feedback on?  
S5: 8PP«JHQHUDOO\QRWJUDPPDU0RUHRQWKHOHJDOSRLQWVOLNHWKLVSRLQWLVQRWWRR
FOHDULW¶VWKHHYLGHQWLDOEXUGHQRISURRIQRWWKHOHJDOEXUGHQRISURRIRUVRPHWKLQJOLNe 
WKDW«HUU,GRQ¶WUHDOO\JHWWRRPXFKRQJUDPPDU«EXW,GRNQRZWKHJLUOVLWWLQJQH[W
WRPH«JRWJUDPPDUSRLQWV 
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I: Ok, so sometimes there are language corrections, other times they focus on the legal 
LVVXHV«RUJDQL]DWLRQDQGWKLQJV«XPP«RN«DQGGR\RX get a grade or a mark for 
your work normally?  
S5: \HK«DQGLW¶VQRWDJUDGHQRUPDOO\«ERWKP\WXWRUVKDYHEHHQJLYLQJPHPDUNV«LQ
WKHHQG« 
I: out of? 
S5: RXWRI«\HK« 
I: so is it easy for you to interpret what that mark means in terms of your performance?  
S5: ,W¶VQRWGLIILFXOWWRLQWHUSUHWIURPWKHPDUNLWVHOI\RXKDYHWROLNHJHWXSWKHFRXUDJH
WRDVN\RXUFODVVPDWHVZKDWWKH\JRW«DQGWKHQVHH«EHFDXVHVRPHWLPHV\RX¶GJHW
DQGEHOLNHRKP\JRGWKDW¶VVRKRUULEOH,GLGKRUULEO\EXWWKHQ«\RXfind out everyone 
HOVHJRWRUDQGVRLVJUHDWDOUHDG\«VR\RXKDYHWRZRUNXSWKHFRXUDJHWRDVN
RWKHUSHRSOHZKDWWKH\JRW« 
I: Most people are ok telling you? 
S5: 1R«LW¶VYHU\GLIILFXOWDVNLQJWKHPLQWKHILUVWSODFH«EXWLIVRPHRQHFRPHVDQG
asNV\RXLW¶VJUHDWVR\RXFDQDVNWKHPEDFN 
I: 6R«XPP«,I\RXJRWIRUH[DPSOHGR\RXWKLQN\RX¶GIHHOFRQILGHQWLQNQRZLQJ
KRZJRRG\RXUZRUNZDV«RUKRZZHOO\RX¶GSHUIRUPHG"«RWKHUWKDQMXVWUHODWLYHWR
RWKHUFODVVPDWHV« 
S5: Well, not I know that iQODZLVSUHWW\JRRG«ZKHQ,ILUVWVWDUWHGRXWLQODZ,
WKRXJKWZDVEDG«WKHQ,IRXQGLWLVPRUHWKDQDYHUDJHVRQRZ,NQRZLI,DWOHDVWJRW
,¶YHGRQHRN« 
I: 2N«MXVWWXUQLQJQRZDOLWWOHPRUHWRWKHXVHIXOQHVVRIWKHIHHGEDFNHUU«LQZKDW
ways do you find the feedback you get useful? In what ways is it not useful?  
S5: 8PP«,JRWYHU\OLWWOHIHHGEDFNIURPWKLVRQH«XPP«EXWIURPP\ODVWWXWRU,
IRXQGLWYHU\XVHIXO«+HZRXOGJLYHPHIHHGEDFNRQZKHUH,ZHQWZURQJLQP\OHJDO
UHDVRQLQJ«DQGLWZDVOLNHWKRVHKRPHZRUNVZHUHQRWJUDGHG«RUDVVHVVHG«DQGLW
UHDOO\KHOSHGPHLQZULWLQJP\ILQDOH[DP«OLNHKRZWRIRUPXODWHP\DUJXPHQWDQG
ZKDWHYHU« 
I: So you kind of used the feedback that your tutor gave you on a later piece of work? It 
was directly relevant? 
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S5: /LNH,XVHGWKHIHHGEDFNWRPDNHDJHQHUDOLGHDRIZKDWDOHJDOPHPRUDQGXPLV«
DQGWKHQ,PDGHP\VHOID«ZKDWGR\RXFDOOLW«DWHPSODWHRUVRPHWKLQJ«DQGWKHQ,
XVHGLWDWDODWHUWLPHVR,GLGQ¶WKDYHWRLQDXGLEOH 
I: So that definitely helped?  
S5: Hmm.. 
I: 6RZKDWDERXWZLWKWKLVWXWRU«\RXVDLG\RXJRWOHVVIHHGEDFN«GLG\RXILQGZLWKWKLV
IHHGEDFNWKDW\RX¶GEHDEOHWRLQFRUSRUDWHLWLQWRDODWHUDQVZHU" 
S5: 8PP«SUREDEO\QRW« 
I: Those are all legal issues there that have been hLJKOLJKWHG« 
S5: <HK«WKLVLVOLNH«LW¶VQRWUHDOO\«LW¶VNLQGRIOLNHDIRUPDWPLVWDNH«DV,GLGQ¶W
ZULWHDFLWDWLRQ«VRQRZ,NQRZ,KDYHWRSXWP\FLWDWLRQKHUHWKDW¶VKHOSIXO«DOWKRXJK
LW¶VQRWUHDOO\LQDKXJHZD\WKDWZRXOGDIIHFWKRZ,GRLQWKLVVRUWRIZRUN« 
I: ok, and what about the feedback, not just from this course, but more generally from 
ODZFRXUVHV«GR\RXIHHOLWDOORZV\RXWRLPSURYH\RXUZULWLQJVNLOOV" 
S5: ,GRQ¶WUHDOO\«WKHUH¶VQRWPXFKURRPWRJHWIHHGEDFNRQRWKHUFRXUVHVRWKHUWKan 
/5:«EHFDXVHOLNHIRUH[DPSOHIRUFRQWUDFWZHZHQWLQDQGKDGPLGWHUPODVW
VHPHVWHU«$QGZHUHDOO\ZHQWLQZLWKRXWHYHUKDYLQJGRQH«OLNHDQ\SUDFWLFHLQ
DQVZHULQJFRQWUDFWTXHVWLRQVDQGVR«ZHDFWXDOO\GLGQ¶WHYHQJHWIHHGEDFNRQWKHPLG-
term I just IRXQGRXWWKDW\RXKDYHWREHDFWLYH«KDYHWRJRDQGILQG\RXUWXWRUDQGDVN
them to find your mid-WHUPH[DPDQGJLYH\RXIHHGEDFN«DQGPDQ\SHRSOHGRQ¶WNQRZ
WKDW\RXFDQGRWKLV« 
I: RN«VR«DQGPD\EHLIHYHU\ERG\GLGLWWKHWXWRUVZRXOGEHWRREXV\«VR maybe 
WKDW¶VWKHUHDVRQZK\«HUU«VR«\RXRQO\JHWWKHIHHGEDFNIRUWKH/5:SDUWLFXODUO\
so do you think the feedback there improves your legal writing more generally?  
S5: 8PP«ULJKWQRZWKH/5:LVQRWVRPXFKUHODWHGWRRXURWKHUFRXUVHVOLNHZH
mainly have tort and contract, LRW is like ordinances and the cases are all over the 
SODFHOLNHLQFULPLQDOODZZKLFKZHKDYHQ¶WEHHQOHDUQLQJ\HW«DQGVR,¶PQRWUHDOO\
applying what I learnt to tort and contract 
I: 8PP«ZKDWDERXWWKHIHHGEDFN\RXUHFHLYH«XPP«GRHVLWKHOS\RXEHFRPHPRUH
LQGHSHQGHQWDVDZULWHU"6R«,PHDQFDQ\RXGR\RXIHHO\RXUZULWLQJLVGHYHORSLQJ
WKRXJK\RXMXVWGRLQJWKLV\RXUVHOIUDWKHUWKDQKDYLQJDQ\FRXUVHV« 
S5: You mean courses on what? 
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I: so, on improving writing really, ZULWLQJPRUHJHQHUDOO\,PHDQ«VRGRHVWKHIHHGEDFN
\RXJHWDOORZ\RXWRLPSURYHWKHZULWLQJ\RXUVHOI«ZLWKRXWFRPPHQWVIURPDQ\ERG\
else?  
S5: :HOOLI\RXPHDQH[DP« 
I: ZHOO« 
S5: ,PHDQLILW¶VDERXW(&(1LWLVVSHFLILFDOO\DERXWZKDW,¶YHEHHQOHDUQLQJ«DQG,¶P
JHWWLQJTXHVWLRQVRQLWLQP\H[DP«VR,GHILQLWHO\FDQDSSO\WKHFRPPHQWV,JHWLQWKDW
WR«OLNHSUDFWLFH«EXWIRU/5:WKHFRPPHQWV,JHW,DSSO\LQ/5: 
I: 2NVR,¶PWKLQNLQJZLWKRXWWKHXVHRIDFRXUVHLVWKHIHHGEDFN\RXUHFHLYHHQRXJKWR 
ZULWHEHWWHU«VRLIWKHUHZDVQR(&(1\RX¶GVWLOOIHHOFRQILGHQWWKDW\RXUZULWLQJZRXOG
be developing ok?  
S5: ZHOOLW¶VQRW«PD\EHIRUVRPHSHRSOHLW¶VQRWDWWHQGLQJ/5:LVQRWKHOSLQJZLWK
WKHLUZULWLQJEXW,PHDQIRUPHLW¶VOLNH,¶POHDUQLQJDVpecific skill on how to write a 
OHJDOPHPRUDQGXPVRLW¶VMXVWOLNH,¶PJRLQJWKHUHWRLPSURYHWKDWVNLOOQRWJRLQJWKHUH
WRLPSURYHP\ZULWLQJRUDQ\WKLQJ« 
I: KPP«RN«DQGGR\RXHYHUJHWKHOSIURP\RXUSHHUVZKHQ\RX¶UHGRLQJ\RXU/5:
work?  
S5: :HOO« XP«,GLVFXVVHGLWVRPHWLPHVZLWKP\IULHQGVQRWVSHFLILFDOO\EHFDXVH,
QHHGHGKHOSEXWDIULHQGDVNHGPHZKDWWKHKHOOZDVJRLQJRQ«,ZDVOLNHJLYLQJKHUP\
QRWHVIURP/5:DQGWKHQZHZHUHGLVFXVVLQJLWWKDW¶VDOO« 
I: VRLW¶VMXVWZLWKRQHSHUVRQPDLQO\«LW¶VQRWVRPHWKLQJ\RXURXWLQHO\GR«NLQGRI
FKDWZLWKRWKHUSHRSOHDERXWWKHSUREOHPEHIRUH\RXZULWHLW« 
S5: 1RWLQGHWDLO«MXVWRQFHRUWZLFHZLWKRQHIULHQGPDLQO\« 
I: 6RGR\RXWKLQNLW¶VDJRRGLGHDWRFKDWDERXWLWEHIRUHKDQG«RULVLWEHWWHU to just 
focus on it yourself? 
S5: :HOO,WKLQNLW¶VEHWWHUWRWDONDERXWLWEHIRUH«LWKHOSV\RXWRFODULI\LWLQ\RXU
KHDG«LWKHOSV\RXVLWGRZQDQGDFWXDOO\ILQLVKLW«\HK« 
I: 2N«HUU«WKLQNLQJDOLWWOHELWDERXWWKHLVWRZKLFKIHHGEDFNLVSXW«ZKHn you get 
teacher feedback or comments on your work, do you ever ignore comments that have 
EHHQZULWWHQ«PD\EHEHFDXVH\RXGRQ¶WDJUHHZLWKWKHPRU\RXGRQ¶WXQGHUVWDQG
WKHP« 
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S5: 1RXPP«,JHQHUDOO\DJUHHZLWKWKHPDVWKH\DUHWHDFKHUV«DQG,KDYHQRLGHa 
ZKDWLVJRLQJRQLQODZ«,MXVWOLVWHQWRHYHU\WKLQJWKH\VD\«DV,GRQ¶WKDYHDQ\EHWWHU
RSLQLRQWKDQWKHP«,¶PDVFLHQFHVWXGHQWLQVFKRROWLOOIRUPVR,MXVWOLNHOLVWHQWR
HYHU\WKLQJWKH\VD\« 
I: \HKVR«ZKDWHYHUWKH\GR«ZKDWHYHUWKH\VXJJHVW\RX¶OOGHILQLWHO\GRLWLQ\RXUQH[W
DQVZHU\RX¶OOLQFRUSRUDWHLW" 
S5: yeh, 
I: ZKDWDERXWHYHQLW¶VVRPHWKLQJ\RX¶UHQRWTXLWHVXUHZK\WKH\¶YHSXWWKDW"<RX¶OOVWLOO
LQFRUSRUDWHLWDQ\ZD\HYHQLI\RX¶UHQRWVXUH" 
S5: well for example last semester I wasQ¶WSUHWW\VXUHZLWKPRVWRIWKHFRPPHQWVKH
gave me so I just ask him and he gave me, and he explained to me and then I understand 
ZK\KHJDYHWKDWWRPH« 
I: 6RIRU\RX\RX¶OODOZD\VZDQWWRXQGHUVWDQGLWEHIRUH\RXSXWLWLQ\RXU« 
S5: \HKVRLI,GLGQ¶W NQRZLW,FRXOGQ¶WDSSO\LW« 
I: 6RLQWKDWFDVHLI\RXGLGQ¶WXQGHUVWDQGLW\RXZRXOGQ¶WSXWLWLQ«RNXPP«MXVW
ILQDOO\WDONLQJDERXW\RXUZULWLQJJRDOV«RUZULWLQJEHOLHIVLI\RXKDYHDQ\«KRZ
important is it to improve your legal writing do you think? 
S5: SUHWW\LPSRUWDQW,VXSSRVHDV,¶PJRLQJWRJRLQWRDOHJDOFDUHHU,GRQ¶WUHDOO\NQRZ
ZKDW\RXZDQWPHWRVD\IRUWKLVTXHVWLRQ« 
I: ZHOOMXVWZKDWHYHULVLQ\RXUPLQG«,PHDQGR\RX«,PHDQZKHQ\RXVD\LW¶V
LPSRUWDQWLVLWEHFDXVHZKHQHYHU\RX¶UHLQWKHILHOGRI«DVDODZ\HUZRUNLQJ\RX¶UH
JRLQJWRQHHGWRKDYHJRRGOHJDOZULWLQJRULVWKHUHDQRWKHUUHDVRQZK\\RXWKLQNLW¶V
going to be important?  
S5: (UP«OHJDOZULWLQJ\RXNQRZZKHQ\RXNQRZZKDWOHJDOMXGJHVZULWHLW¶VQRWZKDW
legal judgeVZULWH,GRQ¶WXQGHUVWDQGLWRIWHQLW¶VOLNHHYHU\WKLQJLVVRFRQYROXWHGDQG
VR,WKLQNOHJDOZULWLQJLVIRUOHJDOFDUHHUVRLW¶VQRWUHDOO\JRLQJWRKHOSPHZLWK
DQ\WKLQJHOVH«WKDW¶VP\RSLQLRQIRUQRZLWPLJKWFKDQJHODWHURIFRXUVH« 
I: So woXOG\RXVD\\RXKDGZULWLQJJRDOV«OLNH\RXDUHJRRGHQRXJKWREHLQWKHOHJDO
SURIHVVLRQ«GR\RXKDYHDQ\RWKHUVSHFLILFJRDOVIRUZULWLQJRUQRJRDOVDWDOO 
S5: ,¶YHQHYHUWKRXJKWDERXWZULWLQJVSHFLILFDOO\«,MXVWZDQWWREHJRRGHQRXJK«WREH
understood or something,  
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I: what about the LLB programme itself, do you think the programme has goals for your 
ZULWLQJ«RU\RXGRQ¶WUHDOO\VHHLW« 
S5: ,GRQ¶WVHHLW«EHFDXVHZHGRQ¶WJHWDQ\SUDFWLFHDWDOOOLNHWKH\VSHFLILFDOO\FUHDWHG
this ECEN course tRKHOSZLWKRXUZULWLQJEXWWKH\GRQ¶WUHDOO\LQFRUSRUDWHLWLQWKH
DFWXDOOHVVRQVOLNH«VRWKH\LQFRUSRUDWHLWLQWKHWRUWRIQHJOLJHQFHEXW«,JRWDOPRVW
no practice in the subject of contract,  so many of my classmates are freaking out after the 
mid-WHUPEHFDXVHWKH\¶YHQHYHUSUDFWLFHG«,PHDQWKH\JHWVXFKTXHVWLRQVLQWKHLU
tutorials but they never have to write out answers. .. they just have to think about what the 
DQVZHUVFRXOGEHDQGMXVWWDONDERXWLWLQFODVVEXWWKH\GLGQ¶WDFWXDOO\ZULWHLW out and 
ZKHQWKH\GLGWKHPLGWHUPWKH\GLGQ¶WKDYHDQ\SUDFWLFH,PHDQQRWHYHQRQFHVR« 
I: ,PHDQGR\RXVHH«LVWKHUHDQ\WKLQJWKDWFDQJHQHUDOL]HIURPGRLQJD34LQWRUWIRU
example in the tort negligence course, is useful in contract PQs or do you WKLQNWKH\¶UH
FRPSOHWHO\GLIIHUHQWUHDOO\DQGQRWPXFKKHOS« 
S5: 8PP«,WKLQNWKHUH¶VVRPHUHODWLRQVKLS«EXW,WKLQNWKH\DUHUHDOO\GLIIHUHQW
XPP«,GRQ¶WNQRZ«WKH\KDYHWKHVDPHIRUPDW\RXNQRZOLNH,3$&RUVRPHWKLQJ
and then all the possible actions«PD\EHWKHVWUXFWXUHEXWWKDW¶VLW« 
I: RN«VR«GR\RXIHHO\RXUWXWRUKDVZULWLQJJRDOVLQPLQGIRU\RXRU«DV\RXVDLG
XPP«\RXVDLGWKH/5:ZDVLPSURYLQJFHUWDLQVNLOOVUDWKHUWKDQLPSURYLQJZULWLQJ
GR\RXWKLQNWKDW¶VWKHZD\\RXUWXWRUZRXOGVHHLWDVZHOO"(UP«RUGR\RXWKLQN
WKH\¶YHJRWDVSHFLILFJRDOWRLPSURYH\RXUZULWLQJDVZHOO" 
S5: ,GRQ¶WWKLQNWKH\KDYHDVSHFLILF«XPP,PHDQ«ZHOOPD\EHLW¶VMXVWP\ZULWLQJ
EXW,¶YHQHYHUJRWWHQPXFKJUDPPDUFRPPHQWV 
I: \RXSUREDEO\GRQ¶WPDNHPDQ\PLVWDNHVWKDW¶VZK\ 
S5: \HK«EXWWKHQ\RXNQRZKRZP\WXWRUODVWVHPHVWHUXVHGWRJLYHPHVRPHJHQHUDO
FRPPHQWVILUVWDQGWKHQZHFRXOGDVNPRUHVSHFLILFTXHVWLRQVDIWHU«LQWKHJHQHUDO
FRPPHQWVKHZRXOGVRPHWLPHVWDONDERXWJUDPPDUDVZHOO«DQG ,GRQ¶WNQRZLIWKDW
counts as a specific goal to improve our writing but you did this grammatical mistake in 
your writing this week so .. 
I: VHHPVTXLWHLQWHUHVWLQJ«VRXPP\RXVD\«\RXWKLQNLQWHUPVRILPSURYLQJ\RXU
ZULWLQJLW¶VDPRUHSHUVRQDOJRDl rather than like a programme goal?   
S5: \HK« 
I: VRGRHVWKDWPHDQ\RXVSHQG\RXURZQWLPHWRGRWKHZULWLQJRU«,PHDQGR\RX
spend any time doing it?  
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S5: HUP«QR«,PHDQ,ZRXOGGRWKHQHFHVVDU\WKLQJ«EHFDXVH,GRQ¶WOLNHZULWHIRU
IXQRUVRPHWKLQJ«  
I: \HK«,PHDQWKRVHDUHPRVWRIWKHTXHVWLRQV,WKLQN,ZDVJRLQJWRDVN«LVWKHUH
anything else that you would comment on, in terms of your own writing or feedback, 
SHUKDSVWKDW,¶YHQRWDVNHGDERXWRUFRYHUHG« 
S5: you mean whether I have any questions? 
I: DQ\RWKHUTXHVWLRQV,PHDQDQ\WKLQJHOVH\RX¶GZDQWWRDGG«VRPHSHRSOHKDYHRQH
RUWZRTXHVWLRQVWKH\ZDQWWRSXW« 
2N«VRPD\EHZH¶OOILQLVKLWWKHUH«VRWKDQNVWKDQNVIRU\RXUWLPH« 
 
End of Interview 
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